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ABSTRACT
RELIGIOUS SOCIETY AND THE FAMILY




By the early seventeenth century, English dissenters had developed
a vital tradition of voluntary religious exercise operating within the
shadow of the established church. Those who immigrated faced a new
world of possibilities for public expression of religious commitment.
How three generations of New Englanders altered and adapted these habits
of religious sociability is the subject of this study.
The dissertation examines religious culture in Charlestown,
Massachusetts through the history of three institutions: the family,
the private devotional society, and the local church. The focus
throughout is on lay religiosity and the interrelation of "private" and
"public" religious activities. Church affiliation is studied as a form
of spiritual and social behavior; the social and symbolic complexity
within .church membership categories is explored. Household, rather than
individual, patterns of participation in church covenanting rituals are
emphasized, and particular attention is given to how gender, life cycle,
and family traditions, both matrilineal and patrilineal, affected the
timing of spouses' church involvement. A young men's society.meeting in
Charlestown (1703 to 1737) is reconstructed through a study of members'
ecclesiastical and kin connections.
The Charlestown case suggests that the function of religious
institutions cannot be properly understood apart from specific
historical conditions and social relations. This community developed
its own norms; the meaning of church membership was lay-defined.
Through their participation in church rituals, lay men and women shaped
their own religious identities. Families, especially, exerted an
independent influence on church life. They refashioned the boundaries
of membership, investing church fellowship with private notions of
covenantal community. In the eighteenth century, the society of young
men became an alternative both to family- and church-centered religious
experience, thus testifying to the resiliency of the voluntaristic
impulse within the Anglo-American reformed tradition.
RELIGIOUS SOCIETY AND THE FAMILY
IN CHARLESTOWN, MASSACHUSETTS, 1630 to 1740
A Dissertation
Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School
of
Yale University
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PREFACE
In its earliest stages this research was facilitated by fellowship
awards from the Whiting Foundation in the Humanities and the American
Association of University Women. It is a pleasure to acknowledge this
generous assistance and that of the American Antiquarian Society and its
excellent staff during my summer at the Society as a Fred Harris Daniels
Fellow.
It has been my privilege to have been under the tutelage of many
gifted historians and dedicated teachers, among them Joseph J. Ellis,
Sydney Ahlstrom, John Morton Blum, and J. H. Hexter. Edmund S. Morgan
graced my years at Yale. I cordially invite him and my family--Jlthe
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INTRODUCTION
Early American religion has been stimulating innovative scholarship
for at least three decades. Much of this work points future researchers
towards the study of religious culture. Historians of the American
colonies have been challenged to recover the affective aspects of lay
piety, to penetrate the popular devotional life of different regions and
communities. 1 Charles Hambrick-Stowe's The Practice of Piety: Puritan
Deyotional Disci~lines in Seventeenth-Century New England (1982) stands
as a major contribution to this effort. The author adopts a descriptive
and evocative approach to his subject, taking us inside the church, the
family meeting, and the "closet" where the puritan prayed and meditated
in solitude. Placing puritanism within a broad Anglo-Catholic
devotional tradition, Hambrick-Stowe argues against colonial
exceptionalism.2 Yet, ultimately, the founding of New England seems to
him a distinctive "devotional act," the Great Migration "a communal
lSee, especially, Jon Butler, "The Future of American Religious History:
Prospectus, Agenda, Transatlantic Problematique," William and Mary
Quarterly XLII (April 1985), 167-83. Also, David D. Hall, "Towards a
History of Popular Religion in Early New England," William and Mary
Quarterly, 3rd. Ser., XLI (1984), 49-55; and, "Religion and Society:
Problems and Reconsiderations," in Jack P. Greene and J. R. Pole, eds.,
Colonial British America: Essay in the New History of the Early Modern
~ (Baltimore, 1984), 317-44.
2Since Perry Miller's seminal work, a closer consideration of Anglo-
American and continental Reformed traditions has also resulted in
reinterpretations of New England's covenant theology, ideology, and
ecclesiology. See, Perry Miller, "The Marrow of Puritan Divinity," in
Errand Into the Wilderness (Cambridge, MA, 1956), pp. 48-98; cf. William
K. B. Stoever, "A Faire and Easie Way to Heaven": Covenant Theology and
Antinomianism in Early Massachusetts (Middletown, CT, 1978). Miller,
Errand Into the Wilderness, pp.1-15; cf. Sacvan Bercovitch, Iha
American Jeremiad (Madison, WI, 1976), pp. 3-61. Miller, Qrthodoxy in
Massachusetts (Cambridge, MA, 1933); cf. Edmund S. Morgan, Visible
saints: The History of A Puritan Idea (Ithaca, 1971):
1
2mirror of the individual separating himself from the world" in order to
worship in purity and truth.3
Hambrick-Stowe has substantiated once and for all that puritan
religious experience involved more than conversion. Life itself was an
extended devotional exercise preparing the saint for salvation.4 Yet,
even though it supplies this very helpful corrective, The Practice of
Piety is more limited in interpretive reach than we might wish. Sources
which reflect directly on personal religious experience in this period
are few. Thus historians of New England religion, including Hambrick-
Stowe, find themselves relying on the same evidence again and again: a
few dozen conversion relations;5 a handful of extant diaries, journals,
and correspondence.6 Hambrick-Stowe makes good use of the limited
materials that exist, but his portrait of seventeenth-century religious
.3Charles Hambrick-Stowe, The Practice of Piety Puritan Deyotional
Disciplines in Seventeenth-Century New England (Chapel Hill, NC, 1982),
p. 42.
4Hambrick-Stowe, The Practice of Piety, pp. 95, 127.
5The best collection of seventeenth-century conversion narratives, only
recently available to historians, is George Selement and Bruce C.
Wooley, eds., "Thomas Shepard's Confessions," Publications of the
Colonial Society of Massachusetts. Collections LVIII (1981). Several
narratives are also to be found in Edmund S. Morgan, ed. The Diary of
Michael wigglesworth. 1653-1657 (New York, 1965), in Robert G. Pope,
ed., The Notebook of John Fiske (Boston, 1974), pp. 6-10, 29-30, 33, 36
, 43-45, 51-52, 61, 89, 90, 94-95, 100-01, 145-151, 202-03, and in the
Mather Family Papers, Box 13, folder 7, American Antiquarian Society.
6Hambrick-Stowe provides helpful references to almost all sources for
this period with which I am familiar. Among these, some of the more
useful for the study of devotional life are "Memoirs of Capt. Roger
Clap, Relating Some of God's Remarkable Providences to Him," Dorchester
Antiquarian and Historical Society, Collections I [Boston, 1854], 17-25;
"John Dane's Narrative, 1682," New England Historic and Genealogical
Register 8 (1854), 147-56; Everett Emerson, ed., Letters from New
England: The Massachusetts Bay Colony. 1629-1638 (Amherst, MA, 1976);
"The Commonplace Book of Joseph Green (1675-1715)," Colonial Society of
Massachusetts, Transactions XXXIV (1943), 226-29; M. Halsey Taylor, ed.,
The Diary of Samuel Sewall. 1674-1729 (New York, 1973); and, Peter
Thacher, "Diary," Mss and typescript, Massachusetts Historical Society.
See also John Dane's "Notebook," New England Historic and Genealogical, .
Society, and "An Account of the Life and Death of Mr. John Lor1ng of
Hull" in Israel Loring Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society.
3.life depends primarily, though not exclusively, on the prescriptive
literature and devotional manuals which exhorted and assisted the
pious.7
More serious, perhaps, Hambrick-Stowe's conceptualization of the
topic constrains his discussion. An integrated system of private and
public practice is indeed outlined in these devotional works, and
evidence of this schema can be found in the religious·regimens of
seventeenth-century colonists. Yet Hambrick-Stowe is to some extent a
prisoner of a particular philosophy of religious practice. He accepts
the contention of this didactic literature that conversion marked the
"onset" of the devotional life; his discussion thus "focuses on post-
conversion experience."B Consequently, The Practice of Piety suggests
very little about how those who were not themselves converts understood
their participation in the common rituals of this culture. In the end,
Hambrick-Stowe's seems a functionalist reading of colonial religious
life. Worship in New England was "a system of complimentary parts
geared to run together. When one element was in danger of
malfunctioning, as was Baptism by the end of the 1660s, adjustments were
made to preserve the ordinance and the integrity of the system." Over
the course of the seventeenth century, devotional practice "remained
essentially the same."g Yet, given his methodology, Hambrick-Stowe
7Stephen Foster has found reason to question Hamrick-Stowe's principles
of selectivity· and significance in using this literature. See, Foster,
"The Godly in Transit: English Popular Protestantism and the Creation
of a Puritan Establishment in America," in David D. Hall and David
Grayson Allen, eds., Seventeenth-Century New England (Boston:
Publications of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 1984), p. 231, n.
l.
BHambrick-Stowe, The Practice of Piety, p. ix.
9Hambrick-Stowe, The Practice of Piety, p. 127.
4cannot adequately consider whether the very "integrity of the system"
was compromised or redefined by social change.
A sense of the legal, social, and situational context of religious
practice has proved critical in recent studies of English puritanism.
Patrick Collinson has revolutionized our interpretation of the popular
protestantism in which New Englanders were reared. For two or three
generations voluntary and autonomous religious forms were accommodated
within the Church of England. "Nowhere else in early modern Europe
within a legally established Church was so much collective religious
consciousness and behaviour conditioned not by regulation but by a more
or less spontaneous consensus of private men, the religious public
themselves," Collinson writes. "That was the significance and near
uniqueness of English puritanism."lO Collinson's work focuses attention
on the dynamics of parochial and extra-ecclesiastical religious
activity. In England, elasticity of religious conditions "made the
distinction between public and private hard to sustain." 11 Even in a
hostile environment, the puritans' voluntary tradition of religious
exercise had sufficient vitality and consistency to provide the
foundation for a corporate religious identity.
In Hambrick-Stowe's eyes, one schema described the life of devotion
for puritans on both sides of the Atlantic. True, the formal
distinction of "public" and "private" exercises remained the same in the
colonies. "Private piety" continued to be used as "a general
descriptive term for all worship and devotional activity that occurred
lOPatrick Collinson, The Reli~ion of Protestants' The Church in En~lish
Society. 1559-1625 (oxford, 1982), pp. 247, 250.
llIbid, p. 279.
5outside the walls of the church and other official public gatherings.,,12
J/
Nevetheless, New England was a world of radically different social and
institutional possibilities. In Collinson's words, "the parish life of
the English kind was left behind, the better part became the greater
part, the private became the public and the ordinances of the Church
were reserved to 'visible saints. ,,,13 We should therefore expect to
find considerable differences in the content of public and private
religious experience, a period of creative readjustment in colonial
patterns of religious sociability.14
Ultimately, lay spirituality can no more be derived from devotional
systems than it can be deduced from general sociological or theological
principles.15 Some recent historians have sought to elucidate popular
religion by examining the relation of print and oral culture, "the
meeting of elite and popular minds.,,16 In time, others will perhaps
begin to uncover what Jon Butler has called "anti-institutional, occult,
and quasi-pagan" religious customs in New England through imaginative
interpretation of almanacs, chapbooks, and court records. Whatever
their focus, historians will need to attend more closely to reliqious
12Hambrick-Stowe, The Practice of Piety, p. 136
13Collinson, The Reliqion of Protestants, p. 281.
14Hambrick-Stowe himself noted flexibility in the definition of
"ordinances" in New England (The Practice of Piety, pp. 95-97).
15Butler, "The Future of American Religious History," 169, n. 5.
16See, for example, David D. Hall, "The World of Print and Collective
Mentality in Seventeenth-Century New England," in John Higham and Paul
K. Conkin, ed., New Directions in American Intellectual History
(Baltimore, 1979), pp. 166-80; George Selement, "The Meeting of Elite
and Popular Minds at Cambridge, New England, 1638-165," William and
Mary Quarterly, 3rd. Ser. XLI (1984), 32-49; Harry S. Stout, The New
Enqland Soul: Preachinq and Reliqious Culture in Colonial New England.
(New York, 1986).
6behavior, in specific times and places, when describing lay religious
culture .17
The English puritan tradition itself encourages us to study the
colonists' religious activities both within and outside of
ecclesiastical institutions. Yet, as Hambrick-Stowe's work shows, the
'private' religious life of the laity is not easily recovered. By their
very nature, gatherings of family and neighbors, however routinized and
"institutionalized," customarily went unrecorded. Must we resign
ourselves, then, to writing ecclesiastical histories? I think not.
Historians of New England religion may be guilty of exaggerating the
importance of clergy and church, but they have also tended to study
public religious institutions too narrowly. The local church operated
within a larger context of beliefs, activities, and relationships; its
particular role as one vehicle of religious expression among many
warrants further investigation.
Recent scholarship does begin to study the history of New England
churches within a web of community relations. Particularly important in
this regard is the work of Gerald F. Moran on the Connecticut churches.
Moran has deepened our understanding of the importance of age, gender,
and marital status in church membership18 and pioneered the study of
intergenerational family persistence within specific church
17Butler, "The Future of American Religious History," 169, n. 5.
180n gender as an analytical category see Joan W. Scott, "Gender: A
Useful Category of Historical Analysis," American Historical Reyiew, 91
(December 1986), 1053-1075; Mary Maples Dunn, "Saints and Sisters:
Congregational and Quaker Women in the Early Colonial Period," in Janet
W. James, ed., Women in American Reli~ion (New York, 1980), pp. 27-46;
Gerald F. Moran, "Sisters in Christ: Women and the Church in
Seventeenth-Century New England," William and Mary Ouarterly XXXVI
(1979), 236-54.
7communions. 19 He has also offered an agenda for the study of the
puritan family and religion which will keep historians busy for years to
come.20 Yet success in this endeavor will require some revision,
beyond that which even Moran suggests, in how we analyze institutions of
religious life.
In its own time, the New England church was perceived less as a
legal entity than as a community of the faithful. The significance of
church membership was learned primarily through personal and familial
acquaintance with those who voluntarily identified themselves among this
company. In the seventeenth-century the laity were continually shaping
church bonds through social custom and social practice. Their decisions
about church affiliation reflected myriad influences, from convenience
of geographical access, to a desire for sacramental privileges, to
loyalty to family traditions of membership. However qualified by formal
notions of church order or minimum standards of spiritual maturity,
whether, when, and how New Englanders associated themselves with their
local churches remained a matter of choice.
What church membership meant also changed over time. The evolution
of definitions can be traced within communities like Charlestown,
Massachusetts, where a continuous roster of church admissions, a fairly
complete list of baptisms, town records, and extensive genealogical
sources exist. But understanding the experience of church fellowship
19See, especially, Gerald F. Moran, "Religious Renewal, Puritan
Tribalism, and the Family in Seventeenth-Century Milford, Connecticut,"
William and Mary Quarterly 3rd. Ser. XXXVI (1979), 236-54.
20Gerald F. Moran and Maris A.Vinovskis, "The Puritan Family and
Religion: A Critical Reappraisal," William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd.
Ser. XXXIX (1982), 29-63. See also, Daniel Blake Smith, "The Study of
the Family in Early America: Trends, Problems, Prospects," William and
Mary Quarterly, 3rd. Ser. XXXIX (1982), 3-28.
8requires more. Historians must sense subtle shifts in church practice
and see the hidden complexities in admission categories.21
In studying religious society, I focus on the "ordinances of mutual
communion," namely those public rituals which most clearly embodied and
celebrated communal bonds. These include church-foundings, admissions
to full or lesser communion, church discipline, and administrations of
the sacrament of baptism.22 Patterns of church affiliation are studied
by half-decades (rather than by decades), but I have tried to be
attentive both to episodic change and to long-term trends which emerged
over the course of the century. Certain categories of historical
analysis, now quite common and indeed essential if comparisons of local
churches are to be made, have been used throughout. Among these are
number and frequency of church rituals, and the sex, age, and marital
status of new members at time of admission.
I have attempted to measure even more carefully than historians
already have done how age, gender, and life cycle affected the timing of
21The most recent interpreters of eighteenth-century religious life have
noted how "much confusion about church adherence stems from the common
assumption that only those who had participated in a formal rite of
admission were considered to be 'churched. '" Different denominations
defined church membership variously, and standards .for church membership
within denominations changed over time. This is a helpful beginning for
a reconsideration of church life, but still fails to anticipate both the
social and symbolic complexity and the change within church admission
categories which, from the point of view of formal church policy, seem
simple and static. See, Patricia U. Bonomi and Peter R. Eisenstadt,
"Church Adherence in the Eighteenth-Century British American Colonies,"
William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd. Ser. XXXIX (1982), 249.
22participation in the Lord's Supper would also have been considered had
sources permitted it. Church records occasionally make reference to the
cost of the elements, and a source from late in the seventeenth century
suggests.that the Lord's Supper was administered on Sabbath Day
mornings. But I have found no other information regarding frequency and
dates of administration or the actual numbers of communicants who
participated. James F. Hunnewell, Records of the First Church in
Charlestown. Massachusetts. 1632-1789 (Boston, 1880); "Diary of Laurence
Hammond," ProceedinQ"s of the Massachusetts Historical Society, 2d. Ser.
VI (1891-1892), 153.
9individual's institutional affiliation.23 To these general
considerations I added others as the inherent limitations of these basic
categories became clear. Thus church members are also studied here as
members of social groups. I compare the experiences of single and
married church members, of married men and married women, of mobile and
stationary folk, of newcomers and second-generation Charlestownians.
And I evaluate the visual impact of covenanting rituals by setting them
within their proper dramatic context. The actual calendar of public
rituals in Charlestown has been reconstructed from week to week, year by
year.
Charlestown provides a splendid sample for this kind of study.
Between 1632 and 1699, over 600 people became communicants at
Charlestown First and another 179 were admitted in lesser communion.
Only thirty-eight (6.05%) of those admitted in full communion were
people about whom nothing can be learned save the fact of church
membership itself.24 For the overwhelming majority, certainly as many
as four-fifths of these church members, genealogical and town records
reveal a good deal more: dates of birth, marriage, and death; years of
inhabitancy and occupation; baptism and admission of spouses and
children, parents or grandparents. For most Charlestownians who became
active in the local church, these all-important biographical facts can
be compiled,25 making it possible to reach beyond the group of
23Butler has called for this kind of approach in "The Future of American
Religious History," p. 177.
24Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-53.
25My analysis of the eighteenth-century church is much less detailed,
but includes analysis of admission records by numbers, sex ratios,
marital status and age at admission, as well as a comparision of
patterns of institutional affiliation of old and new Charlestown
families.
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individuals identified by church records to the kin groups and larger
community from which these members were drawn.
In the end, this is a history of Charlestown religious life written
from the perspective of Charlestown families. Households, I believe,
were not only the key units of New England society in the seventeenth
century but also the main constituents of ecclesiastical institutions.
I have tried to understand the contours and dynamics of religious
society by reconstructing godly families' interactions with each other
and with their local church. When the household is used as a primary
category of analysis, church membership becomes an even more revealing
example of religious behavior.26 Did spouses "time" their admissions
with reference to one another? In what order did they seek admission to
the church? Did parents coordinate their admissions with family
baptisms? Patterns of church affiliation might reflect gender roles
within the household or one generation's influence on another. In the
orchestration of church rituals, we see families making their own
religious identities. In Charlestown, the laity participated in the on-
going definition of public religious institutions.
By the early eighteenth century, a religious society of young men
was meeting in Charlestown. The young men's society represents an
aspect of religious culture never before studied by historians of
colonial New England: a "private," lay institution created and
maintained quite apart from the local ecclesiastical establishment. Not
unlike a church, this covenantal gathering can be interpreted in the
light of familial relations. But to appreciate its particular
26The number of nuclear households represented in admissions to full
communion in the seventeenth century was 402; over one-quarter of these
(115) were admitted in the period 1632-45. Records of the First Church
in Charlestown, pp. 247-53.
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significance in the life of its members also requires some acquaintance
with community patterns of church affiliation as they developed in the
decades immediately preceding the Great Awakening.
Historians of seventeenth and early eighteenth-century New England
can appear to have much in common with modern-day tourists. We gaze
with interest at colonial architecture and furnishings, but often have
little else to help us recreate the lives lived within those walls. Yet
a web of relations, informal and formal, social and spiritual, personal,
familial and ecclesiastical, bound a community like Charlestown
together. By reconstructing these associations, historians move one
step closer to the experiences of people otherwise known to us only as





"This Towne of Charles," an inhabitant of the mid-seventeenth
century observed,
is situated on the North-side of the Charles River from
whence it tooke its Name the River being about five or
six fathom deepe; Over against the Town, many small
Islands lieing to the Seaward of it, and Hills one either
side. .the forme of this Towne in the front ice piece
thereof, is like the Head, Neck, and Shoulders of a Man,
onely the pleasant Navigable River of Mystick runs
through the right shoulder thereof, and by its neare
approach to Charles River in one place makes a very
narrow neck, by which means the chief part of the Towne,
whereon most building stands, becomes a peninsula.1
In 1629, the town's first settlers, a small company from Salem,
Massachusetts, had recognized the special promise of the Mishawum
peninsula, its deep harbor, accessible rivers, and twin hills offering
protection from enemies.2 By July of 1630 when the Winthrop fleet
arrived, a "Great House" built under the direction of Massachusetts Bay
Company agent, Thomas Graves, awaited the governor and patentees. The
"multitude", numbering well over a thousand passengers, disembarked and
set about building simple "cottages, booths and Tents."3 Within a few
weeks, "due formes" of civil and ecclesiastical government were in
lEdward Johnson, Wonder-Workin~ Providence of Sion's Savior in New
En~land (rpt. 1974), pp. 39-40.
2Ralph J. Crandall, "New England's Haven Port: Charlestown and Her
Restless People: A Study of Colonial Migration, 1629-1775," Ph. D.
dissertation University of Southern California 1975, pp. 5-8.
3Charlestown Town Records as quoted in Richard Frothingham, The History
of Charlestown, Massachusetts (Boston, 1845), p. 41.
13
14
place. The Court of Assistants met in August; earlier, a third church
of Christ was planted in the New England wilderness.4
But Charlestown faced a precarious future. The colonists arrived
weak from malnutrition. Damp lodgings, limited food supplies, and a
temporary scarcity of fresh water only worsened matters.S Samuel
Fuller, visiting from Plymouth Colony, reported to Governor Bradford,
"The sad newes here is that many are sick and many are dead; the Lord in
mercy look upon them.,,6 Late summer brought no relief. "Almost in
every family," Edward Johnson later recounted, "Lamentations, Mourning,
and Woe was heard. .it would assuredly have moved the most lockt up
affection to Teares. .[to have] past from one Hut to another, and
beheld the piteous case these people were in.,,7
Adversity thus framed the founding of the first Bay area church.
Before landing, John Winthrop had instructed the colonists in the
privileges and perils facing a specially covenanted people. Now, he
took the lead in interpreting their misfortune, determining "the hand of
God to be upon them, at Charlestown, in visiting them with sickness and
taking divers from amongst them." After conferring with the Salem
brethren on "what was to be done to pacify the Lord's wrath," Winthrop
called the colonists to a day of fast and humiliation. "The Lord was to
be sought in righteousness: and so to that end, the sixth day (being
4Frothingham, History of Charlestown. pp. 20, 24. Charlestown's church-
founding was preceded by those of the Plymouth and Salem congregations
in New England, but also by Dorchester's in England.
SFrothingham, History of Charlestown. pp. 41-43; Crandall, "New
England's Haven Port," p. 11.
6"Governor Bradford's Letter Bo6k," Massachusetts Historical Society,
Collections. 1st Ser., III (1794), 76.
7Johnson, Wonder-Working Providence, pp. 38-39.
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Friday), of this present week is set apart that they may humble
themselves before God, and seek him in his ordinances."s
Public fasts in New England, of which Charlestown's is an early
example, followed well-established English conventions. Customarily
associated with seed-time and the scarcity brought by depleted larders
in the spring,9 the tradition transplanted all too well to colonial soil
in the summer of 1630. As a response to a specific cause of affliction
the fast followed puritan customs dating from Elizabethan times.IO The
people joined, perhaps after their own private preparations, in communal
prayer, penance, psalm-singing, and hearing of the Word.
The "day of humiliation" in Charlestown concluded in yet another
act of communal worship--a covenanting ceremony. Historians correctly
identify this practice with the establishment of autonomous,
congregational churches.11 But devotional, not ecclesiatical, concerns
were the focus of the day, as Samuel Fuller's account makes clear.
"Such godly persons that are amongst them and known to each other,
publickly at the end of their exercise, made known their godly desire,
viz. to solemnly enter into covenant with the Lord to walk in his ways."
The colonists were "not then intending rashly to proceed to the choice
of officers, or admitting of any other into their society than a few, to
wit, such as are well known to them, promising after to receive in such,
S"Bradford's Letter-Book," 76. Winthrop sought the advice of the
brethren at Salem and Plymouth and invited their participation in the
ceremony through prayer.
9Charles Hambrick-Stowe, The Practice of Piety:
DisciQlines in Seventeenth Century New En~land
No. Carolina Press, 1982), pp. 100-03.
IOPatrick Collinson, The Reli~ion of Protestants: The Church in En~lish
Society. 1559-1625 (Oxford, 1982), p. 261.
IIEdmund S. Morgan, Visible Saints· The History of a Puritan Idea
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1971), p. 83.
Puritan Deyotiona1
(Chapel Hill: Univ. of
16
by confession, as shall appear to be fitly qualified for that
admission. ,,12
Founding churches on fast days became the norm in colonial New
England. It was a tradition which drew upon analogies between communal
and personal religious life.13 Any puritan who "soughf the Lord in
righteousness" as a matter of personal salvation first subjected himself
to God. Similarly, those desiring "to unite our selves into one
Congregation or Church under the Lord, Jesus Christ our Head," first
sought him together in the ordinances.14 Adopting this language in the
prologue of the church covenant of 1630, the founders affirmed for all
who would read or subscribe to the document their understanding of how a
true church came into being. But later passages in the covenant better
conveyed the intent of the covenanting act itself. Non-separating
English protestants of the early 1630's undertook an explicit covenant,
in John Cotton's words, "as a solemn vow to bind the members of the
Church together in nearer fellowship with God and one another, [rather]
than [as] any such essential cause of a Church without which it cannot
be. ,,15 The covenanters of 1630 did
Sollemly and Religiously as in his own most holy
presence, Promise and bynde ourselus to walke in all our
wayes according to the Rules of the Gospell, and in all
sinceer conformity to his holy Ordinances; and in mutuall
Love and Respect each to other; so near as God shall give
us grace .16
12"Bradford's Letter Book," 75.
13Hambrick-Stowe, Practice of Piety, pp. 127-28.
14"The Records of the First Church in Boston, I, 1630-1868,"
Publications of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts; Collections 39,
ed. Richard D. Pierce (Boston, 1961), p. 12.
15Quoted in Morgan, Visible Saints, p. 83.
16"Records of the First Church in Boston," p. 12.
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The church-covenanting in Charlestown recalled in tenor and character
the mutual covenanting often practiced informally by private
Christians. Winthrop had himself been party to such a voluntary
agreement in England as one of a group of gentlemen who added an
explicit covenantal bond to natural ties of friendship and religious
affection.17 As a public exercise, mutual covenanting celebrated the
spiritual kinship of some believers while calling others, by example,
into covenantal fellowship.18
Thereafter, a 'church' existed in Charlestown. Within a month's
time members were admitted, a minister was chosen, and preaching and the
sacraments were being supplied. The institution itself defies neat
denominational labelling. Its church covenant, ruling elder and
deacons, and congregational election of the clergy all tended to
identify the company with historical Independency.19 "We used
imposition of hands," Winthrop noted in his journal, "but," he added,
"with this protestation by all, that it was only as a sign of election
and confirmation, not of any intent that Mr. Wilson should renounce his
ministry he received in England.,,20 The church fell within that same
grey area of religious identification as 'the godly minority' who
founded it. By choice, these immigrants were a people apart yet still
in communion with the churches they had left behind.
Their church was distinctive in other ways. Throughout New England
in the seventeenth century "charter members" undertook this foundation
17Collinson, Religion of Protestants, pp. 269-71.
180n church-covenanting as a devotional exercise, see Hambrick-Stowe,
Practice of Piety, pp. 127-30.
190n the relative importance of explicit covenanting, preaching, and the
sacraments in puritan ecclesiology see Morgan, Visible Saints,
especially chap. 2.
20Winthrop's Journal: History of New England. 1630-1649. ed. James
Kendall Hosner (New York, 1908; rpt. 1959), p. 52.
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work in local comrnunities.21 Church "pillars," as such founders came to
be called, emerged from a group of residents who met in conference,
often over a period of several months, preparing themselves and testing
their suitability for the task.22 But the church founders in 1630 were
quite atypical. Governor John Winthrop, Lieutenant Governor Thomas
Dudley, minister John Wilson, and Issac Johnson, Esq., perhaps the most
prominent and wealthy member of the Company, were the first to covenant
at the end of July, 1630; by August 2nd, other patentees, William Gager,
Simon Bradstreet, and merchant Increase Nowell, added their names to the
covenant.23 These "godly persons known to each other" traced their
associations to Old England, to dissenting circles generally and to the
specific cadre deeply involved, financially and personally, in the
Masssachusetts Bay Company venture. They were quite literally the
colony's Charter-bearers, caretakers of its spiritual and physical
welfare. Their participation in the covenanting gave it a wider
significance, for possessing such powerful social and spiritual
credentials, the founders could be seen as fashioning covenantal bonds
for the society as a whole. As if to highlight this point, the
congregation joined together in Sabbath worship before any other
colonists were accepted into church fellowship.
21Hambrick-Stowe, Practice of Piety, p. 127.
22very few sources survive which describe events preceding a church-
founding. Hambrick-Stowe, like many other historians, generalizes from
Dedham's experience (Practice of Piety. p. 127); Gerald Moran draws on
New Haven's experience in "Religious Renewal, Puritan Tribalism, and the
Family in Seventeenth-Century Milford, Connecticut," William and Mary
Ouarterly, 3d Ser., XXXVI (April 1979), 238.
230n 2 August 1630 Fuller noted to Bradford that, since the first
covenanting "five more are joined unto them." The names of these
gentlemen followed directly after the first covenanting group in church
reqords. See "Bradford's Letter-Book," 76; "Records of the First Church
in Boston," p. 13.
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Customarily, a New England church-founding was primarily a local
affair. But in this, too, the first church in the Bay area seems to
have been something of an anomaly. The covenanters spoke of themselves
as those whom God "by his most wise and holy providence, brought
together into this part of America in the Bay of Massachusetts.,,24 A
gathering of immigrants, the community found its geographic referent in
Massachusetts Bay as destination. New England was both symbol and
sanctuary in a pilgrimage from the Old World to the New.25
Founded in Charlestown in 1630, this Bay area church never acquired
any permanent identification with the peninsula. In the autumn and
winter of 1630-1631, most of Winthrop's company dispersed. Some
colonists traveled inland to found Watertown; others headed south,
settling in Dorchester, Roxbury, and Boston. The institutional center
of the province was shifting to the other side of the Charles. When the
General Court met in October, it sat in Charlestown. But soon
thereafter both the Court and the church relocated to Boston.26
Twenty-eight men, most with wives and children, remained in
Charlestown in the early autumn of 1630. The General Court confirmed
the land policy which the town's first dozen settlers had agreed upon
informally a year earlier. All inhabitants were to receive "two acres
24"Records of the First Church in Boston," p. 13.
250n pilgrimage as a guiding metaphor in New England rhetoric and
experience, see Hambrick-Stowe, Practice of Piety, esp. chaps. 3,7,8;
Sacvan Bercovitch, The American Jeremiad (Madison, 1976), chap. 1. Cf.
Perry Miller, Erra9d Into the Wilderness (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press,
1956), pp. 1-15.
26Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 70-71.
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for a house plot, and two acres for every male that is able to plant."27
Most families built homesteads around "Windmill Hill" facing Boston;
those who occupied their two-acre plots instead formed a line of
settlement along the edges of a "Great Corn Field" which occupied most
of the east side of the peninsula.28 In 1630-1631, a foul New England
winter battered the colonists, forcing them to subsist on acorns and
shellfish until English ships arrived laden with life-saving provisions.
In the spring, Thomas Dudley led a group further inland to Newtown
(Cambridge) But none of the town's original settlers cast his lot with
them.29
Meeting together informally as often as once a month, Charlestown's
inhabitants set about admitting newcomers, disbursing land, regulating
use of the common fields, and attending to the myriad details of
communal life.30 More immigrants arrived and by 1632 the town was home
to over sixty households.31 Yet for over two years Charlestownians
commuted to Boston to hear the Word and enjoy the sacraments "before
they could be otherwise supplied.,,32 How did this straddling of two
peninsulas affect the devotional life of Charlestown earliest settlers?
Did the experience of these years change the colonists' assumptions
about the role the institutional church would play in their community?
27Charlestown Town Records (1630) quoted in Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, pp. 55-56. \"Inhabitants" designated males, usually over 16
years of age, who had been formally accepted into the town. I use the
term in this restrictive sense throughout, resorting to "residents,"
"townspeople," or "population" when a more comprehensive noun is called
for.
28Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," p. 14.
29Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 58-60; Crandall, "New
England's Haven Port," pp. 13-14.
30Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," p. 15.
31Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 78-81.
32Charlestown Town Records quoted in Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, p. 69.
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Charlestownians constituted a sizeable and influential part of the
Boston Church communion, accounting for almost one-third of its
membership between 1630 and 1632.33 Surgeon William Gager and merchant
William Aspinall filled the deacons' seats; as ruling elder, Increase
Nowell vetted candidates for admission. Charlestown members also
brought their share of children into the church through infant
baptism.34 Yet, given how many residents might have joined, Charlestown
representation in the Boston Church seems less impressive. Only half
the town's households established a formal connection with the church.
Church membership proved only moderately attractive to the town's
founders, considerably more so for the immigrants of 1630, but much less
so for families arriving on the peninsula in 1631 and 1632.35
Figures like these are surprising, for they suggest that even early
settlers in New England did not always possess an overwhelming
predilection for affiliation with a puritan church. To discover why
this was so, we may need to revise our approach to the study of church
membership itself. A church admission policy could be described fairly
simply in platforms of church order. But church affiliation was a
spiritual and social commitment with important implications for many
other personal, familial, and institutional relationships. Charlestown
33"Records of the First Church in Boston," pp. 13-15; Frothingham,
History of Charlestown. pp. 78-81; "Appendix" in Ralph J. Crandall and
Ralph J. Coffman, "From Emigrants to Rulers: The Charlestown Oligarchy
in the Great Migration," New England Historic and Genealogical Register
CXXXI (1977), 121-32, 207-212. Hereafter, this roster of Charlestown
residents of the 1630's, which includes basic biographical information,
will be cited as Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants."
34Charlestown families accounted for 31.37% (48/153) of the admissions
and 36.36% (4/11) of the baptisms in the Boston church, 1630-32. See
"Records of the First Church in Boston," pp. 13-16, 277-78.
35The proportion of immigrant households of each year which joined the
Boston Church was 40% (4/10) in 1629, 67.74% (21/31) in 1630, 20.00%
(2/10) in 1631, and 0% (0/2) in 1632. See "Records of the First Church
in Boston," pp. 13-16.
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residents made decisions about membership in the Boston Church based
upon quite specific expectations and their own particular circumstances.
For many of the 'hotter sort' of protestants, inadequate preaching
and pastoral care in early seventeenth-century English communities had
brought an increasing reliance on modes of voluntary religious exercise.
"Gadding abroad" to lectures became a regular means of spiritual
sustenance; home and neighborhood meetings served as vital centers of
religious sociability. Even though such devotional gatherings did not
generally develop into schismatic "conventicles,,,36 they possessed a
certain integrity and independence of institutional religion. Puritan
voluntarism, in other words, was never entirely compensatory, a mere
anodyne for English parochial ills.
Far from losing its relevance, the puritan devotional tradition
proved its resilience in the New World. In Charlestown, for example,
the conditions of public worship actually encouraged a deepening
dependence on private devotional activities. Passage over the Charles
posed an insuperable obstacle for the colonists throughout the winter
months.37 Moreover, during John Wilson's extended trip to England in
1631-1632, the Bay church's ministerial supply was irregular. Some
amount of lay preaching was necessary,38 and an unsettled ministry
probably made for a rather meager sacramental life. Thus, in these
early years, the privileges of church membership were less tangible and
the distinctiveness of public ordinances less obvious than historians of
36Collinson revised his opinion on whether independency was the logical
result of puritan voluntarism in Religion of Protestants (p. 250). Cf.
Patrick Collinson, Godl~ People: Essa~s on English Protestantism and
Puritanism (London, 1983), pp. 3, 8-11.
37Winthrop's Journal, I, 95.
38Frothingham, Histor~ of Charlestown. pp. 68-69.
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New England religion have usually assumed.39 Even for those townsfolk
who held formal membership in Boston, "private," not public, worship
provided the more stable structure for the community's spiritual life.
After 1631, many Charlestownians eagerly anticipated a ministerial
supply of their own.40 When Thomas James, a non-conformist, Cambridge-
trained divine from Lincolnshire, arrived in the summer of 1632, he
presented townspeople with their opportunity.41 A new church,
Charlestown First, was established by early November. In this second
church founding the colonists evinced a more mature commitment to the
notion of a "particular" congregational church. In 1630, John Wilson's
confirmation had symbolized communion with the Church of England. But
in Charlestown in 1632, the colonists not only established their church
on an explicit covenant, but James chose to be re-ordained, thus
beginning his ministry anew in an independently gathered church.42
The church-covenanting marked an important stage in Charlestown's
development. Public rituals associated with the founding in October and
November of 1632 provide a window on an on-going process of community
and institutional definition. At some point early in the fall of 1632,
the Charlestown group made its intentions known to the Boston brethren.
The request must have been arresting, coming as it did from thirty-five
of the church's communicants. The Boston Church responded with a
39Many details of public worship and church practice cannot be discussed
with any certainty for churches of the early seventeenth century.
Hambrick-Stowe and others rely upon works from the 1640's such as John
Cotton, The Way of the Churches of Christ in New En~land (London, 1645)
and Thomas Lechford's Plain Dealin~, or News from New En~land (London,
1641) . But these commentaries defending or decrying the New England
Way as it had developed by the late 1630's cannot be applied
uncritically to church life in the first years of settlement.
40Winthrop's Journal, I, 95.
41Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p. 70 ..
42Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, Boston Public Library [BPL].
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creative adaptation of a traditional devotional exercise: it engaged
its members in what might be called a ritual of ~association. The
church fasted on Thursday, the 11th of October, and dismissed the
Charlestown members the following Sabbath.43 Unfortunately, no sources
survive to illuminate the details of the ceremony, but we can easily
imagine the dismissal occurring at the point late in the afternoon
service where, on another day, church admissions and baptisms might be
included. Like these rituals of incorporation, church dismissal engaged
all present in a reexamination and reaffirmation of covenant. While
jointly participated in, the public exercises of the day nevertheless
articulated the fact that two separate communions were coming into
being.
On November 2d, when congregational autonomy might have been the
obvious theme of the day, the Charlestownians orchestrated a church
founding which instead emphasized the continuity of church covenants.
The Charlestown Church adopted Boston's covenant with only a minor
revision, omitting that telling phrase which identified the first
covenanters by their common pilgrimage to the Bay.44 They also chose
their church pillars from among the select group of townspeople who had
previously held membership in Boston.45 The colonists thus displayed
their support of congregational communion and their continuing
"interest" in the special covenantal promises of 1630.
43"Records of the First Church in Boston," p. 15; W. DeLoss Love, Jr.,
The Fast and Thanks~iyin~ Days of New En~land (Boston, 1895), Appendix.
44"Records of the First Church in Boston," p. 13; Frothingham, History
of Charlestown, p. 70.
45Not all Charlestown covenanters' names appear in the Boston Church
list, but Charlestown records suggest that all founder~ of the new
church had been dismissed from Boston. Frothingham, Hlstory of
Charlestown. p. 70.
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Yet, Charlestownians also established a church in 1632 out of a
keen sense of practical and spiritual necessity. The desire for a local
church evolved over time, and the colonists'notion of what the church
should be was shaped by their experiences together on the peninsula.46
The Charlestown inhabitants who founded the church were like other
New England immigrants, a group comprising yeoman, artisans, and a few
folk engaged in commerce and trade.47 Most were married and in their
thirties.48 Of varied English origins, they hailed from areas such as
Middlesex and Lincolnshire in which puritans were more or less strongly
represented, and from Essex, a county where historians of English non-
conformity have found the clearest evidence of lively extra-
institutional religious activity.49 About three-fourths of these men
appear to have possessed the basic literacy so important to the proper
exercise of religious duties as heads of household.50 Some had even
participated in that larger effort to promote godly preaching and piety
in England, the London Feoffees for Lay Impropriations.51
46Information on the founding families in the following two paragraphs
was compiled from Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 21-23, 78-81;
Crandall a~d.Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 22, 26, 122-24, 126,
130-31, 207, 209-10; and, Thomas B. Wyman, comp., Genealogies and
Estates of Charlestown. in the County of Middlesex and the Commonwealth
of Massachusetts. 1629-1818 (Boston, 1879), I, 72, 228, 234, 271, 381,
452, 454, 479, 535, 547; II, 675, 88, 710, 724, 809, 887, 892, 893, 911.
470ccupations are known for 16 of the 19 male founders. Half were
husbandmen; the remainder were artisans (3), merchants (2), a ship's
captain, a shopkeeper, and a minister. Wyman, Genealogies and Estates.
I and II, passim.
48Ages for the male founders ranged between 22 and 43 yrs.; the median
age was 33 yrs. Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
49Collinson, Godly People, pp. 3, 8-11. Families came from Essex (3),
Middlesex (3), Dorset (3), Hertshire, Kent, Lincolnshire,
Northamptonshire, Nottingham, and Somerset and from the city of London.
Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," passim; Wyman,
Genealogies and EstatesA I and II, passim.
50Measured by Crandall and Coffman by the minimal standard of ability to
sign one's name in "Charlestown Inhabitants," 121-32, 207-12.
51Crandall and Coffman, "The Charlestown Oligarchy," 10.
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But the Charlestown founders also represented a group with a
peculiar history. Almost all of these families had inhabited the
peninsula since 1630. Most lived within a few yards of one another,
their houselots nestled between the two rises now known as Breed's and
Bunker Hill.52 Their loyalty to the peninsula had been tested by
adversity and by the desertion of fellow immigrants. For two years,
they worked side by side in the common fields, constructed new
dwellings, and met informally to solve problems of mutual concern.
Daily life drew them together in shared work, recreation, and devotion.
By the time the church was founded, then, they were already bound
together in a familiar web of social and spiritual relations. Every now
and then, these ties might be celebrated publicly. One such occasion
came on an autumn day in 1631 when three of Charlestown's leading
families, the Nowells, Spragues, and Richardsons, came forward together
at the Boston Church to have their children baptised.53
The Charlestown founding, then, institutionalized and made "public"
informal bonds of Christian fellowship. Through it, certain families
cemented their loyalties to one another and to the peninsula. Not all
of the inhabitants of the peninsula, it is important to note, shared
these relationships or sentiments: a dozen households never transferred
their membership to the Charlestown Church.54 William Aspinall changed
his residence within a month of the Charlestown founding: his deaconate
may have been only one of many commitments which tied him more closely
52Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 14-15.
53"Records of the First Church in Boston," pp. 277-78.
54"Records of the First Church in Boston," pp. 13-16; Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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to Boston.55 A fellow merchant, Edward Gibbons, divided his activities
between the peninsulas for several years, and even served briefly as
Charlestown'S town deputy. But Gibbons, too, ultimately was drawn to
Boston. His departure may have marked a change in his professional
aspirations, the point where commerce overtook husbandry and provincial
politics lured him to the capitol.56
But other Boston members chose to live out their lives on the
Charlestown peninsula. Despite inconvenience to himself and his family,
Richard Palsgrave, a surgeon, continued faithfully in the Boston
communion. 57 Why would a man like Palsgrave eschew membership in his
local church? Given the penchant of some puritans for precisionist
eccentricity, almost any explanation seems possible. But it seems quite
likely that the Charlestown Church failed to attract Palsgrave precisely
because it embodied an informal communion of which he was not a part.
Rather early on, in 1630, Palsgrave decided to build his homestead
beyond the "neck.,,58 This move placed him outside the bounds of
neighborhood devotions and circles of informal religious sociability
during a critical time in the community's history. His failure to join
the local church in 1632 was itself decisive for his place in the
community. By the late 1630's, Palsgrave ranked among the town's
550n William Aspinall see Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown
Inhabitants," 211; Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p. 78; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I, 406.
56Gibbons moved in 1637; in time, he became a Boston representative, a
Major General, and a member of the Court of Assistants. See Crandall
and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 122; Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, p. 80; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 406.
57Palsgrave's persistence at Boston is evinced not only by his and his
wife's membership, but also by the regularity with which he brought his
children to baptism there between 1634 and 1638. See "Records of the
First Church in Boston," pp. 277-78; Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown
Inhabitants," 132.
58wyman, Genealogies and Estates, II, 724.
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leading landowners, but he never occupied a position of responsibility
in local affairs commensurate with his economic standing.
Palsgrave was not alone in seeking his spiritual home elsewhere.
But most residents of the peninsula in 1632 probably shared the
founders' excitement and expectations. Many Charlestownians apparently
chose to delay any formal institutional affiliation until the town had a
church of its own. While fewer than half of the households which
settled in 1629 joined at Boston, twice as many eventually covenanted
with the Charlestown Church; households which arrived in 1631 and 1632
showed a similar enthusiasm for local church affiliation.59 The local
church founding cultivated a sense of particularism already present in
the town by 1632. But it also promised for all settlers, old and new, a
more fully integrated life of worship than was ever possible before on
the peninsula.
In the next two years, the town showed new signs of permanence.
The General Court drew boundaries with Cambridge and Boston, awarding to
Charlestown an extensive tract on the mainland known as Mystick-side.
In the summer of 1633 the town agreed that any inhabitant might "have
liberty to go without the neck to build on demand provided it be in such
place may stand most convenient & bee not a shortcoming to the
privileges of the town.,,60 The next year a committee began laying out
590f households which arrived in 1629, 40% (4/10) joined at Boston
between 1630 and 1632, but SO% (S/10) eventually were members in
Charlestown; for households of 1631 the membership figures were 20% in
Boston and 50% (5/10) in Charlestown. But the 1630 immigrant group had
both a high rate of membership (67.74%) and of retention (over one-third
never transferred to Charlestown) in Boston. Only 41.94% (13/31) of the
1630 households were eventually in membership at Charlestown. See
"Records of the First Church in Boston," pp. 3-16; Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-4S.
60Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL.
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highways, and the first division of Mystick-side took place. Each
inhabitant shared equally in the bounty, receiving ten acres.61 As in
Boston, natural limitations on arable land encouraged families "to
borrow conveniences from the Maine, and to provide for themselves farmes
in th~ Countrey for their better subsistence."62 Outlying districts
offered ample encouragement to Charlestownians with yeoman ambitions,
for the town now encompassed thousands of acres, its northern boundary
beyond the Mystic River lying some eight miles from the town center.
Yet, homesteads still clustered on the peninsula, extending out in rows
from the town square toward the 'neck' .63 Few of the forty-five
families new to Charlestown in these years were drawn directly to the
mainland.
The Charlestown church met in the "Great House."64 Before its
founding, the town's earliest settlers had followed rather complex
patterns of church affiliation. Of households in residence at some
point between 1629 and 1632, over half (54.55%) eventually subscribed to
the Charlestown church covenant; but, one in every five retained
institutional affiliation in Boston, some changing their place of
residence to accommodate these attachments, and as many as one-sixth may
have joined a church only after leaving the Bay area for another New
England community.65 By contrast, newcomers to the peninsula
61Frothingham, Histor~ of Charlestown. pp. 52-56, 78-84.
62william Wood quoted in Frothingham, Histor~ of Charlestown, p. 63.
63The settlement thus occupied an area estimated at one mile wide by one
and one-half miles long. See Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," p.
25.
64In 1633, the town purchased the building from the Massachusetts Bay
Company for £10 (Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL).
65If all men who appeared on freeman roles were church members, the
overall rate of church affiliation for these households is closer to
nine in ten. See Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-
48; Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
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established themselves in the local church at a healthy rate. Two-
thirds of the immigrant households of 1633 and 1634 came into formal
church fellowship at Charlestown.66
If Charlestown First followed the practice of other churches, a
profession of faith, subscription to the church covenant, and godly
behavior served as prerequisites to church membership in the early
1630's. Prospective members might first approach the elder, expressing
their desire to be included in formal church fellowship; after
interviews and 'propounding,' an announcement of intent to the
congregation, the candidate would be asked to offer a statement of
belief, be examined for 'real understanding', and be voted into
membership. 67 Subscription to the church covenant and the 'right hand
of fellowship' usually signalled formal adoption of an adult "professed
believer" into the church. In the Reformed tradition, children also
were welcomed as members in infant baptism, according to God's promise
to Abraham: "I will establish my covenant between me and thee and they
seed after thee in their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be
a god unto thee, and to thy seed after thee" (Genesis 7: 17). Baptism
"sealed" this covenantal bond for "promised be Ld.evers .,..68 In
Charlestown, we know, only children of local church members received the
sacrament. 69 But church records contain no clues to who received
66Why the rate of church membership in Charlestown was higher for the
1633 households (70.83%; 17/24) than for the 1634 households (61.90%;
13/21) is considered in the following chapter. Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I and II, passim; Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
pp. 247-48.
67Morgan, Visible Saints, pp. 78-90.
68In distinguishing between "professed" and "promised" believers, I am
adopting a terminology for church membership used by Thomas Shepard in
The Church Membership of Children (1663). William Ames also spoke of
"believers by profession." See Morgan, Visible Saints, p. 77.
69"Record Book of the First Church in Charlestown," New England
Historical and Genealogical Register 25 (1871), 147-48 [NEHGR].
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another sacramental "seal," the Lord's Supper. Given a basic
ambivalence in the puritans' sacramental beliefs,70 several options were
possible in Charlestown. For a time, Salem had welcomed at the Table
only members of a particular reformed church, here or abroad. But other
New England churches accepted outsiders directly from English parishes
provided oral or written testimonies showed they were 'worthy' to
partake of the sacrament.71
While little moore can be said about Charlestownians' ideas of
church polity, church records do allow us to study how the colonists
defined their church through social custom and practice. Before turning
to patterns of institutional affiliation within the community, however,
we should consider more closely the nature of church commmunion in this
period. The churches of the early 1630's, I believe, supported a form
of communal religious experience profoundly different from that defended
by Richard Mather and John Cotton in the 1640's and delineated in the
Cambridge Platform of 1648. We need to recapture something of the
distinctive feel and character of these churches.
In both its "professed" and "promised" believers, the church of the
early 1630's grounded its covenantal community in an outward and
external (or federal) covenant.72 New England clergymen differed on
70For a comprehensive discussion of these issues, see E. Brooks
Holifield, The Covenant Sealed' The DeveloQment of Sacramental Theology
in Old and New En~land, 1570-1720 (New Haven and London, 1974), esp.
chaps. 2, 4, 5; Hambrick-Stowe, Practice of Piety, pp. 123-26.
71Morgan, Visible Saints, p. 86; Holifield, The Covenant Sealed, pp.
161-62.
72Shepard was unusual in his emphasis On the external covenant, but he
also was firmly committed to Calvinist principles of the absolute
promises and exhibited a deep personal sense of the Spirit's activity in
conversion. In this particular blending of elements, he seems an able
spokesman for a perspective which many New England puritans of the early
1630's probably shared. On Shepard see Holifield, Ihe Covenant Sealed,
pp. 140 -41, 157, 167.
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whether, and to what extent, inclusion in the church covenant,
especially in the case of baptized infants, implied personal sanctity.
Some assigned a certain indefinite instrumentality to the covenantal
bond: those who possessed "inward reall holyness" by God's eternal
decree would 'ordinarily' be found within rather than outside church
fellowship.73 But, in a certain sense, saving faith was not the
church'S chief concern, at least with respect to admission policies.
Puritan theology may have emphasized that the elect would be called and
justified in a personal covenant of grace. But the ecclesiology of the
early dissenting churches never required prospective members to give
confirmation of this personal, saving experience.
Strictly speaking, a "church" could exist in the early 1630's even
without "confessed believers"--those who gave convincing public evidence
of their own repentence and redemption.74 Yet members capable of such a
confession, no doubt present in good numbers among the early settlers,
very likely became exempla for their congregations. A church body, like
a church covenant, served "as a Direction pointing unto that Faith and
Covenant contained in the holy Scriptures.,,75 Church members observed,
reflected upon, and learned about God's gracious activity in the lives
of other Christians. Fellowship was a means of grace; some puritans
even elevated mutual communion to the status of an "ordinance."76
73"It is a miserable mistake to think that inward reall holyness is the
only ground of admission into Church-Membership, as some Anabaptists
dispute, but it is federal holyness, whether externally professed as in
grown persons or graciously promised unto their seed" (Shepard, ~
Church Membershi~ of Children, p. 13).
741 employ this term to denote church members who, compared to
"professors," both acknowledged a different kind of religious experience
(saving faith) and made t~eir professions in a different way, by giving
'evidence' in a 'confession' or narrative.
75Morgan, Visible Saints, p. 84.
76Hambrick-Stowe, Practice of Piety. p. 93.
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variety in the spiritual capacities of church members was not only
natural but welcomed as an opportunity for mutual edification and
instruction. In informal but predictable ways, the early churches thus
recognized and 'improved' distinctions among professing believers.
Church founders, for example, very likely did confess personal
conviction of salvation. In this, they symbolized an identification of
communal church covenant and individual covenant of grace. As indicated
earlier, other subscribers to the covenant were not held to such a
standard. Yet, it is very likely that some professed members of the
early churches were ready, even eager, to volunteer personal testimonies
upon admission.
Once within a church, the colonists had other means of giving
public witness to progress in faith. Lay prophesying, one traditional
vehicle of expression for the laity, apparently was not uncommon in
early New England.?? Equally important were customs restricting access
to the Lord's Supper. Reflecting upon church practice after the
standards for admission had become even more demanding, Thomas Shepard
argued that discriminations among professed believers had always been
made informally in New England congregations. A man might be a church
member, even confess saving faith, "yet be very ignorant of the nature,
use, and ends" of the sacrament. "The Lord's Supper," Shepard
explained, "doth not seal up this first entrance, and first right to the
Covenant, but our ~rowth and fruition of the Covenant.,,?8 Participation
presupposed a kind of discernment found only in mature Christians. A
nMorgan, Visible Saints, p. 18.
?8Shepard, Church Membership of Children, p. 17. According to
Holifield, neither Shephard, nor Thomas Hooker, nor John Cotton required
perfect assurance for participation in the Supper (The Covenant Sealed,
p. 207).
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church member who approached the Table was assumed to have repented and
to possess that spiritual self-knowledge and immediate sense of
dependence which opened him to Christ'S presence in the sacrament.
These were fruits of growth in the Spirit. In the early seventeenth
century, puritans stressed individual responsibility for such
sacramental preparation.79 But to come forward on sacrament day was to
give public witness to this deepening faith. Communicating had another
intriguing social dimension. Festering disagreements among church
members might lead to suspension or postponement of the ordinance;
administration of the ordinance signalled a restoration of harmony. The
Lord's Supper sealed sacramentally the social bonds of a community made
one in Christ.
Organized within a simple ecclesiastical structure, the communal
life of the early churches thus recalls John Field's vision of the
puritan church of a half-century earlier: a company,
or congregatione of the faythfull called and gathered out
of the worlde by the preachinge of the Gospell, who
followinge and embraceinge true religione, do in one
unitie of Spirite strengthen and comforte one another,
daylie growinge and increasinge in true fay the, frameing
their lyves, governmente, orders and ceremonies according
to the worde of God.BO
In the mutual covenanting, encouragement, and discipline of its members,
the church articulated and enforced a shared interpretation of the godly
life. But diversity within the body of professed believers served as
the practical foundation of members' interdependence. In puritan
devotional literature, the family was often called "a little church"; in
79Morgan, Visible Saints, pp. 76-77. On sacramental preparation see
Holifield, Covenant Sealed, pp. 162-32; Hambrick-Stowe, Practice of
Piet¥, pp. 206-18.
8oQuoted in Morgan, Visible Saints, p. 14.
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fact, the analogy ran both ways. Church communion in early New England
was modeled after a godly household. Within it, the young and old in
faith were supported by bonds of caring, joined together in devotions,
and shared life's trials and blessings.
According to their covenant, the Charlestown church founders of
1632 were indeed confessed believers, "those whom he hath Redeemed and
Sanctified unto himselfe." In the New World, they had explored special
opportunities to live out their faith by cultivating informal networks
of religious sociability on the peninsula, by seeking fellowship in a
gathered church, and, finally, by founding their own local church. Was
Charlestown First, then, established as an exclusive institution, a
monument to the first settlers' unique loyalties to God and to their
community?
Precisely how the church founders and newcomers to the peninsula
perceived one another can only be inferred from extant records. In
certain cases, such as that of Jonathan Wade, a promising merchant from
Northamptonshire, church admission might have been offered as an
incentive to stay in Charlestown.81 For most colonial inhabitants,
church membership accompanied active participation in community and
political affairs. Such institutional involvement usually implied a
certain commitment to a particular locality. Churched households in
Charlestown of the early 1630's, for example, were much less likely than
81Wade moved off the peninsula to Medford in 1634 then to Ipswich by
1637. See Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 211;
Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p. 81; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, II, 984.
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unchurched folk to 'remove' and seek their fortunes elsewhere.82 In
these ways, the church seems to have provided institutional confirmation
of colonists' acceptance into local society.
Yet there was another side to Charlestown church affiliation. For
most households, church membership served as a form of initiation into
the Charlestown community. This is suggested by the fact that a
relatively short period of time passed between a family's date of
arrival in town and date of first church connection. Of the households
which arrived in 1633 and joined the church, over two-thirds were
admitted in the same year in which they established residency on the
peninsula; by the end of 1634, over three-quarters had been admitted.83
Households which arrived in 1634 took up formal church ties in
Charlestown less quickly, but an even larger proportion (92.86%) entered
into church fellowship by the end of the calendar year after their
820f non-churched households resident in Charlestown between 1629 and
1634, 75% (9/12) left the town center (the peninsula), and the vast
majority (88.89%; 8/9) of these also left Charlestown's outlying
districts to settle in other towns. By contrast, only 44.90% (22/49) of
the households churched between 1632-34, including the church founders,
left the town center, and about half of these (11/22) moved only to the
outlying districts. Unless specifically noted (as here), composite
figures given for households admitted to the church between 1632 and
1634 do not include the founding group. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
8370.59% (12/17) joined in same year as arrival; 76.47% (13/17) had
joined by the end of the next calendar year. Sources permit dating of
residency only by year, whereas month and day are known for church
admission. The interval discussed here might be as short as one or two
months or as long as almost two years. Even with such crude
calculations, the experience of different immigrant groups in
establishing church affiliation can be seen to have diverged sharply.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealo~ies and Estates, I and II, passim; Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
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arrival.84 Nor did a household's anticipated length of stay on the
peninsula seem to qualify its chances for church admision. Many of the
households welcomed into the church in the early 1630's--including over
one-third of the founding families--left the peninsula within a few
years' time.85 While hardly unassailable as evidence, later mobility
may to some extent reflect immigrants' expectations when they first
arrived in town. In Charlestown, then, admission into church fellowship
may have been a matter surprisingly independent of questions of
'settledness' in the community.
Charlestown First of the early 1630's thus appears to have been a
pilgrim church. Charlestown accepted its destiny as an entrepot, a
point of debarkation and temporary shelter for thousands of immigrants.
Newcomers were embraced in church covenant upon rather limited
acquaintance and, apparently, without undue concern for their loyalty to
the peninsula as a permanent resting place. The church clearly
recognized kindred spirits in people of differing ecclesiastical
persuasions: Peter Hobart, a Cambridge-trained divine in his early
thirties who later founded a presbyterian church in Hingham,
84Why only 46.15% (6/13) of the households arriving in 1634 were
admitted into the church in 1634 is discussed in a later chapter.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Crandall and
Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 22, 24, 27, 122, 124, 127, 129, 130-
31, 207, 209, 210.
85Mobility in the founding group was 36.84% (7/19), with almost half of
these households (3/7) remaining in the outlying districts; for
households admitted to the church between 1632 and 1634, the mobility
rate from the peninsula was 50% (15/30), with 53.33% (8/15) of these
households remaining in Charlestown'S outlying districts. Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Inhabitants," passim; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and
II, passim.
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Massachusetts, found his first spiritual home in Charlestown.86 In
other ways, the colonists showed a continuing identification with the
larger Anglo-American puritan movement. In 1633, John and Perseverence
(Johnson) Greene, daughter of the reverend Francis Johnson of Amsterdam,
were accepted into communion. Soon thereafter, John was elected rUling
elder.87 In its posture towards new immigrants, the Charlestown church
upheld the pilgrimage itself as a persuasive form of Christian
profession.
Most pilgrims arrived in New England within family groups. Those
who came to Charlestown in the early 1630's were typical in this regard.
Between 1629 and 1634, one hundred households, including three headed by
widows, made their home on the peninsula, but only eleven unattached
individuals continued as town residents.88 How did this affect the
composition of the early church? In church admissions, men and women
maintained a rough parity; the median age for new members was in the
86Several members of Hobart's extended family had preceded him in
membership at Charlestown. See Records of the First Church in
Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Crandall, "Charlestown Oligarchy," 15; Crandall
and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 125; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 525.
87Greene came to the colonies from London via Amsterdam, where he
married Perseverence Johnson in 1625. See Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Inhabitants," 123; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 435.
88Crandall and Coffman's "Charlestown Inhabitants" is an extremely
useful compendium but must be supplemented with information from
Frothingham, History of Charlestown and Records of the First Church in
Charlestown. Since the precise date of marriage is often unknown for
couples, this is a composite (and static) picture for these year.: I
include as 'households' any families in which spouses were joined in
marriage by 1632, as determined by genealogical, town, and church
records.
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early thirties.89 But two other details dominated the social portrait
of the Charlestown First membership. While adults within established
households were much more plentiful in the population, they also joined
the church at a higher rate than unattached persons.90 Overwhelmingly,
church admission not only involved married persons, but persons married
to one another.91
At Charlestown, especially, the point deserves added emphasis, for
the church pillars, a group of thirty-five, had included sixteen married
couples. Coming forward in church membership together, apouses acted as
"co-covenanters." By including wives among the pillars, the Charlestown
founders departed from the custom in church foundings. Moreover,
several of the households involved were altering their own family
patterns of church membership. Only half of these couples had been co-
covenanters at Boston First when they first became affiliated with a
church in New England.92 The 1632 church founding apparently offered
these Charlestownians a unique chance to revise the form of their
89In the founding group, 54.29% (19) were men and 45.71% (16) were
women; (n=35). Of newly admitted members of the church in 1632-34,
46.43% (26) were men and 53.57% (30) were women; (n=56). Information on
the ages of women at admission is inadequate, but ages are known for
over half of the men admitted in 1632 and in 1633. Median age for men
in these years was 30 yrs. and 33 yrs. respectively. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim; Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants."
9°63% (63/100) of the known households became linked to the church,
whereas less than half (45.45%) of the unattached residents were found
in church membership .. This latter figure would be considerably lower
were it not for the high rate (100%; 3/3) of church participation among
unattached women. Unattached men had a church membership rate of only
25% (2/8) in this period. Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
910f those members admitted between 1632 and 1634 whose marital status
is known, 91.66% (22/24) of the men and 91.66% (22/24) of the women
admitted were married. Composite figures on household church membership
for 1632-34 do not include the church founders. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and
II, passim.
92As suggested by the juxtaposition or separation of spouses' names in
the "Records of the First Church in Boston," pp. 13-16.
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church-covenanting in accordance with their evolving conception of the
church. Their co-covenanting at the church founding in 1632 symbolized
a remarkable convergence of covenants. Each a confessed Christian
within a persQnal covenant of grace but also bound in a marriage
covenant, the spouses acted as one in church fellowship; in this way,
they drew attention to the household as the fundamental unit of
religious life. Acting together, these families established Charlestown
First as a gathering of godly households.
The image endured. Between 1632 and 1634, fifty-six individuals
were admitted into the Charlestown church, but these were drawn from
half as many households.93 In a fair proportion of these households
church ties were established by spouses who co-covenanted.
Occasionally, several members of a family participated together in a
church admission ceremony, making a household's covenantal dedication
particularly striking. On the first day of June 1633, Walter Palmer,
his wife Rebekah, and their daughter Grace joined the church in this
fashion. Walter was the brother of a church founder; Grace later
married the only single man among the founding group, Thomas Minor.94
In the autumn, Edward Mellows subscribed to the church covenant along
with his father Abraham, a husbandman of sixty-three years, and his
mother, Martha (Bulkeley) Mellows, daughter of the Rev. Peter
93"Household" designates a nuclear family; only spouses "establish a
household" in church membership. When unmarried children enter the
church, they are considered here as "single admissions," but this is not
a significant category of admissions in the 1630's. I use 'family' as a
more inclusive term, usually implying not only intergenerational ties
but also wider kin connections.
94Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48. On Palmer see
Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 131; Frothingham,
History of Charlestown, p. 22; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, II, 724.
On Minor see Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 130;
Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, II, 675.
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Bulkeley.95 Admissions like these dramatically proved the gracious
reach of the covenantal promise, encompassing both siblings and spouses,
godly parents and their seed.
To a certain extent, the Charlestown founders set a norm for family
church membership. Three-quarters of the households churched in the
early 1630's "completed" their household membership: that is, both
spouses eventually were found in church communion. But the founders'
example as co-covenanting clearly was not determinative. This form of
church affiliation accounted for the admissions of a bare majority
(53.57%) of the households joining the church.96 Interestingly enough,
these households instead replicated that pattern of church admission
characteristic of the peninsula's earliest immigrants when they had
first become associated with a church. Those established in the
Charlestown church in 1632-1634 who were not among the ranks of co-
covenanters entered either through separate spousal admissions, with one
spouse preceding the other in membership, or when one spouse was
admitted alone.
In one-sixth of the households churched in the early 1630's,
spouses staggered their admissions into formal church communion. In
some cases, husband and wife may have considered church membership
independently. But in fact most spouses involved in these 'separate'
admissions appear to have been acting in concert and to have expected to
complete their household membership in short order. A husband and wife
typically joined the church within a few months of one other; very
95Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48. On Mellows
see Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 129-30; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, II, 665.
960r, 15 of 28 households. Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
pp. 247-48.
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often, a second spouse was admitted within a fortnight.97 Such a short
interval between admissions suggests that both spouses were spiritually
ready for membership. If they subscribed separately to the church
covenant by choice rather than by necessity, what did such a preference
signify for a couple?
The church records offer a clue. When spouses joined the
Charlestown church separately, the husband always entered into church
fellowship first. Perhaps these families sensed a parallel between
their first act of covenanting in New England and the foundation work
usually undertaken by (male) pillars in founding a gathered church.
They seem to have associated church affiliation with other badges of
public status belonging to the husband, such as official town inhabitant
and freeman of the colony. And the puritans' devotional tradition
encouraged them to look to the male 'head of household' to initiate and
lead a family in its private "practice of piety."
Rather different dynamics were at work in households where only one
Spouse came into church fellowship. This kind of membership
characterized over one-quarter of the churched households in the early
1630's. The husband supplied the link in some (37.50%) of these
households, but in almost two-thirds it was the wife who was the only
Spouse in communion.98 Moreover, this kind of church affiliation had
different meanings depending upon who, the husband or the wife, joined
the church. As in separate spousal admissions of the period, a husband
970f the 5 households in which spouses were admitted separately, in 2(40%) the interval between admissions was within a fortnight; in a third
case (another 20%), the interval was 3 months. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
98Expressed as a proportion of all household admissions in 1632-34, the
respective figures are 10.71% (3/28) with husband only,in communion and
17.86% (5/28) with wife only in communion. Records of the First Church
in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
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who entered alone was understood as a 'public' person, the
representative of his household.99 But the conditions under which wives
joined the church alone were quite distinct. For the vast majority of
these women, admission opened the way to a child's baptism.lOO Not only
the timing but also the nature of these women's church membership must
be interpreted within this context. Pregnancy and childbirth could be a
powerful stimulus to a woman's private devotional life. Whatever her
feelings about personal membership before, the birth of her child must
have evoked in many women a pointed desire for access to the sacrament.
Most married women who joined the church alone did in fact take on a
form of membership with a very specialized meaning: they were mothers
bringing children of the covenant into the church. Their public
covenantal identity was defined by their relationship to their children.
As we have seen, most married adults admitted to the Charlestown
church in the early 1630's shared a common experience. About two-thirds
of all married members entered as co-covenanters, subscribing on the
same day as their spouses.lOl But we have also begun to uncover
important differences in the experience of the two sexes when it came to
990n those occasions where his admission was associated with another
family concern--a child's baptism--this role was given even further
definition. The husband's admission (when-admitted alone) was linked
with a family baptism one-third (1/3) of the time, compared with a
linkage of 21.43% (6/28) in all households .churched between 1632 and
1634: Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record
Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-48. These figures
include not only cases of imminent baptism, but those where timing of
admission can reasonably be assumed to reflect anticipation of the
ordinance. This was determined by estimating the period of a wife's
pregnancy from birth and baptismal records.
100This was true for 60% (3/5) of the women admitted without their
husbands. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48;
"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-48.
10168.18% (15/22) of the married women and 68.18% (15/22) of the married
men who joined the church between 1632 and 1634 joined as co-
covenanters. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48;
Wyman, Genealoqies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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church affiliation. Husbands were far more likely than wives to forge
the first link between a household and the church;102 they were also six
times more likely to have their spouses follow them into church
membership. 103 If social custom thus awarded the prerogative in church
affiliation to the male head of household, it was a tradition in keeping
with other communal expectations about leadership in the church. Men,
not women, commonly were those who spoke, prophesied, and voted, a state
of affairs which prompted Thomas Shepard to submit that "a company of
men," not of women, "make a church.,,104 This male predominance in
household patterns of church affiliation is so strong as to compel us to
consider its importance in other kinds of covenanting. lOS Even in those
cases where spouses joined the church together, were husband and wife
really standing before the church as equal partners, or did the husband
occupy center stage, with his wife in a supporting role?106
The covenanting ritual, which might further reveal these
distinctions within Charlestown church admissions, cannot be
reconstructed in any detail. Yet in the calendar of church admissions
men do appear to have been accorded a certain independence of action.
102Husbands were the first or only spouse to be admitted in 61.54%
(8/13) of the churched households where parents did not co-covenant;
wives supplied this kind of connection in only 38.48% (5/13) of the
households admitted 1632-34 where parents did not co-covenant. Records
of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
103Between 1632 and 1634 no married woman who supplied a household's
first link with the church was followed into membership by her husband,
whereas 62.50% (5/8) of the married men who were first to join were
followed into membership by their wives. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
104Shepard, Church MembershiQ of Children, p. 16.
10sThis is, of course, different from saying that males were predominant
in number within the church.
106Even in the founding families the wife's participation might have
been understood in a maternal context: 3 wives were pregnant, 2 visibly
so (in their last trimester), at the time of the church-founding.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealo~ies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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Of the married men who joined the church in 1633, over a third
subscribed to the covenant on a day when no one else was admitted.107
George Whitehand, who came to New England in 1620 but became a
Charlestown inhabitant only in 1633, covenanted to prepare the way for a
child's baptism three weeks later.108 Edward Carrington, twenty years
of age, was a turner who later occupied such minor local offices as
surveyor and constable.I09 William Brackenbury, a baker and older
resident of the peninsula who joined the church only a month after the
church-founding, served as the town's selectman and a county grand-
juror.110 While George was a man of modest means and status, clearly
men of some promise or prominence also were admitted to the church in
this solitary fashion. Appearing alone before the church was rare,
however, for women: fewer than one in every seven married women
admitted in 1633 and 1634 had this experience. III In a very few cases,
the timing of her admission immediately associated a woman's covenanting
!
with that of her spouse, as in the case of Alice Brackenbury who joined
the church only two and a half weeks after her husband. But most women
who covenanted on a day by themselves never had the comfort of a spouse
in communion. Their husbands' institutional anonymity has destined them
I07In 35.29% (6/17) of the cases. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
I08Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-481..."Record Book
of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-48; Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Inhabitants, 212; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, II, 1018.
I09Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Crandall and
Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 25; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates,I, 186.
IIORecords of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Crandall and
Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 23; Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, p. 79; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 108.
IllOnly 13.33% (2/15) of the married women admitted at Charlestown in
1633 and 12.5% (1/8) of those admitted in 1634 subscribed to the
covenant on a day by themselves. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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to historical obscurity, but many may also have been considered socially
marginal in their own day. Jane Moulton's example may prove
instructive. When she was admitted to the Charlestown church in
February of 1633, Jane appears to have been well along in her fourth
pregnancy, for within a month and a half she was bringing a baby to be
baptized. Little more is known of her and her husband, Thomas, until a
few years later, when Jane appeared in a county court case. By the mid-
1630's, according to the wife of a respected merchant in town, Jane was
an indigent woman struggling to wrestle her way out of indebtedness to a
man by falsely accusing him of rape.112 What a radically different
image a woman like Jane cast compared with Charlestown men who joined
the church alone.
Over one-quarter of the married women affiliated at Charlestown
were admitted to the church 'independently' of their husbands. For
most, the experience must have been bittersweet. When a woman
subscribed to the covenant alone, was not her presence interpreted in
light of her husband's absence? Was it not her husband's inaction or
indifference which led most wives, when faced with the prospect of an
unbaptized child,. to take the 'initative' in church membership?1l3
Social custom in both secular and religious society affirmed her
husband's priority in the household. If true autonomy of action was
even possible, few married women of the early seventeenth century would
1120n Jane Moulton see Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp.
247-48; Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," p. 19. While no other
'Jane Moulton' appears in Charlestown records, her financial situation
seems curious, since her husband, at least, still had seven lots in his
possession in 1638 (wyman, Genealogies and Estates, II, 680).
113When those married women whose admissions were linked with a child's
baptism are removed from the ranks, the proportion of married women with
truly "autonomous" church admissions falls to only about one in
thirteen. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48;
"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-48.
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have welcomed it. Some who came into church membership alone in order
to claim the privilege of baptism for their children did what they could
to distinguish themselves from other women in this predicament. Alice
Pemberton was one. Originally from Essex, Alice joined the Charlestown
~hurch o~ the final day of August 1633 and brought a child to baptism
two weeks later. Her husband, James, never was admitted at
Charlestown.114 In this respect, she and Jane Moulton had something
important in common. But Alice subscribed to the covenant in a very
different way--in the company of two other women. One was the wife of
William Dady, a twenty-eight year old butcher also from Essex and a
founder of the church; the other was the wife of William Baker, a
husbandman in his early thirties.llS Unlike Alice, both Joan Baker and
Dorothy Dady were following their husbands into church membership.
Admitted in their company, Alice Pemberton may have seemed simply
another godly spouse from a god-fearing family.
There were certain unities in the colonists' experiences.
Charlestown's early church supported immigrants to New England in their
sense of themselves as wayfaring pilgrims. In its covenanting rituals,
the church portrayed this pilgrimage as preparation for glory.116
114Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Crandall and
Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 132; Wyman, Genealog-ies and Estates,
II, 735.
IlSRecords of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48. On Dad[e]y
see Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 27; Frothingham,
History of Charlestown, p. 79; Wyman, Genealog-ies and Estates, I, 271.
On Baker see Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 22; Wyman,
Genealog-ies and Estates, I, 47.
116For a comprehensive discussion of this topic in puritan devotional
life, see Hambrick-Stowe, Practice of Piety, chap. 7. Hambrick-Stowe
does not consider, however, how a church's calendar of admissions might
emphasize certain devotional themes. To my knowledge, no historian of
New England churches has analyzed church records in this manner.
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Between 1632 and 1634, quite contrary to what historians would expect,
church admissions in Charlestown did not take place on the Sabbath.117
Covenantings with the church typically were reserved for days which
anticipated the Sabbath celebration. Oftentimes, they fell on lecture
days (Thursday and Friday); sometimes, admissions called the church body
together on another week day. But Saturdays were a particularly popular
and appropriate time to welcome new members into the covenant.llB
Private Saturday devotions were the climax of the puritans' weekly cycle
of preparations, ideally a time to reexperience personally the power of
the redemptive drama.119 Far more than historians have realized, this
traditional day of private preparation routinely became in early New
England an occasion for public and communal affirmation of covenant.
During the first years of settlement, church membership was a
complicated affair in Charlestown. Even more so than in England,
households served as centers of private devotional life and as the most
fundamental constituencies of public religious institutions.120
Patterns of affiliation with the local church reflected real choices,
however mediated by social norms and confined within limits established
by formal conceptions of church order. While the church publicly
identified "professing Christians," the institution was itself defined
117This was also true for all of the baptisms performed in 1633, but in
·1634 three-quarters of the baptisms fell on a Sunday. "Record Book of
the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-48.
11854.83% (17/31) of Charlestown admissions took place on Saturday, and
32.25% (10/31) occurred on Thursday or Friday. Days of the week for
dates were established by consulting A Perpetual Calendar. for Old and
New Style; prepared for the use of those engaged in AntiQuarian and
historical Investiyations (Boston, 1848), made available to me at the
Massachusetts Historical Society.
119Hambrick-Stowe, Practice of Piety, pp. 203-06.
1200n the heightened importance of the family as social unit in
seventeenth-century New England see Mary Beth Norton, "The Evolution of
White Women's Experience in Early America," American Historical Reyiew
89 (June 1984), 593-619.
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by those in the Charlestownian community who affiliated with it. For
these men and women, church admission could either sustain, or strain,
traditional relations between genders and within households.
In the early 1630's, the Charlestown Church came to embody a
coherent vision of private and public religious life. It was a
conception of the gathered church well-suited to the town's needs as a
'haven port.' Yet, as early as 1634, newcomers to Charlestown began to




In the fall and early winter of 1633-1634, Massachusetts Bay
witnessed a homegrown religious revival. Before coming to New England
in 1633, John Cotton, another graduate of Emmanuel College, Cambridge,
had won a reputation for vigorous preaching in his Lincolnshire pUlpit
and throughout England. In the colonies his conversionist message
infected old converts and new. After Cotton's arrival in 1633 the
Boston Church admitted scores of new members into church fellowship.l
Across the river in Charlestown, however, a different drama was taking
place. There, "Satan bestirred himself to hinder the progress of the
gospel.,,2
According to Winthrop, "a spirit of jealousy" divided Mr. James and
many members of his church. In time, "Mr. Nowell and some others who
had been dismissed from Boston began to question their fact of breaking"
with the parent church. These doubts "grew to such a principle of
conscience" that a committee of clergymen was called in to settle the
matter. After two meetings with the parties involved, the ministers
themselves were unable to agree about the Charlestownians' "continuance
or return." The church members' appeal to ecclesiastical principle may
have been ill-conceived. But their emotions were very real and
lBetween September 1633 and February 1634, 63 members were added to the
Boston communion .. See "Introduction" in David D. Hall, ed., .Ihe.
Antinomian Controversy. 1636-1638: A Documentary History (Middletown,
CT: Wesleyan Un Lve rsi.t.y Press, 1968), pp. 5, 14.
2"Winthrop's Journal," I, 121.
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expressed deep spiritual uncertainty. In the winter of 1634, the
Charlestown church was experiencing an abrupt cessation of new
admissions.3 While Boston yielded a bountiful harvest of souls,
Charlestown lay fallow.
The spiritual dormancy continued into early summer. Only three new
members covenanted between January and June of 1634 in contrast to the
twenty-one newcomers who had entered into church fellowship in the
previous six months. In August a few admissions took place; more
important, a new prospect for the Charlestown pulpit arrived in the Bay.
By late autumn, a cluster of public rituals announced a new season of
covenanting. Increase Nowell, leader of the opposition to James, had a
child baptized by the pastor in late November 1634.4 In early December
Zechariah Symmes, a silenced rector from Bedfordshire, was first
accepted into church membership with his wife, then elected teacher.5
The Nowell baptism was a symbol of reconciliation within the church;
Symmes' induction into the Charlestown ministry portended a revived
communion. In the next two months, over a dozen new members subscribed
to the church covenant.6
James and symmes were an odd clerical couple. Winthrop perhaps
proved a model of Christian charity when he referred to the pastor as "a
very melancholic man, and full of causeless jealousies, etc.,,7 Six
3In 1633, new members had been admitted on 21 separate occasions across
12 months. See Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
4This was the first Nowell baptism in Charlestown. Several others had
taken place in Boston. See Records of the First Church in Charlestown.
pp. 247-48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-48;
"Records of the First Church in Boston," pp. 277-78.
5Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 71-72; Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
6Between January and March 1635, the church admitted as many members as
had subscribed to the covenant in all of 1634. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
7"Winthrop's Journal, I, 176.
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years James's junior, Symmes was authoritative but seems to have lacked
James's abrasiveness. He possessed a healthy self-confidence: his
family lineage linked him with English dissenting circles since the
reign of' Queen Mary, and his own non-conformist mettle had been tested
while a London lecturer and settled minister hounded by the "Bishop's
Courts."S Rev. Symmes might well have exacerbated his colleague's
personal and professional insecurities.
James and Symmes served together in Charlestown from December 1634
until mid-winter of 1636. During this same period, fundamental tenets
of theology began to be debated in Massachusetts Bay and the
prerequisites for church membership were revised. Adults who sought
admission would be required to supplement their professions of faith and
godly living with explicit, verbal testimonies of how God's saving
grace, reserved for His elect, ha~ been manifested in them. If
Charlestown was like most Massachusetts churches, the new criteria for
church admission became the norm by 1636.9 Historians have a good
understanding overall of how this alteration carne about and its
implications for church life in the colony. But Charlestown's is a
local variation of the story which deserves telling.
An inter-church council dismissed Thomas James from his Charlestown
pastorate in March of 1636. Disagreement over the meaning of visible
sanctity and the proper evidence of saving grace very likely was one
cause for the final breach of minister and church. "Some occasions of
difference had fallen out" between James and the church, Winthrop
reported; "Mr. Sirnrnes,and the most part of the brethren had taken
8Frothingham, History of Charlestown. pp. ~1-72.
9Morgan, Visible Saints, pp. 94-101.
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offense at divers speeches of his."10 By 1637, if not a year or two
before, James would consider prominent Bay area antinomians his kindred
spirits.11 In 1636, the council blamed him "for speaking out of
certainty, that which he only conceived out of jealousy."12 Had James,
as others of the antinomian persuasion were prone to do, offended
colleague and congregation by declaring some to be under a 'covenant of
works', resting in the false security of outward evidences of salvation,
rather than under a 'covenant of grace' in which the testimony of the
Spirit was preeminent? Did the adoption of the new admission standard
by Charlestown First signal victory or defeat for James's more sectarian
views?
If historians Stephen Foster and Philip Gura are correct in their
recent interpretations of this critical period, the question may be mal
~.13 The New England colonists arrived with "well-developed, if
imperfectly defined," forms of collective religious activity. In the
1630's, informal patterns of devotion gave way to more permanent forms
of public religious life. But a certain fluidity and heterogeneity
always characterized the puritan movement.14 Institutions in
10"Winthrop's Journal," I, 176.
llCrandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Oligarchy," 16. James removed to
New Haven, according to Frothingham (History of Charlestown. p. 72), but
Crandall places him in Rhode Island first .(1637), then New Haven (1639),
Virginia (1640), and ultimately in England. See Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Inhabitants," 126.
12Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p. 72.
13Much of Stephen Foster's recent work is germane, but one essay is of
particular importance: "New England and the Challenge of Heresy, 1630
to 1660: The Puritan Crisis in Transatlantic Perspective," William and
Mary Quarterly, 3rd. Ser. XXXVIII (October 1981), 624-60. Philip F.
Gura builds upon Foster's insights and suggests the argument's
applicability to the larger history of New England dissent in A GlimDse
of Sion's Glory: Puritan Radicalism in New England. 1620-1660
(Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1984).
14Foster, "N~w England and the Challenge of Heresy," 628; Gura, A
GlimDse of Sion's Glory, p. 7.
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Massachusetts Bay emerged through the creative interplay of somewhat
contradictory tendencies within the puritan tradition itself. In Gura's
words, "New England Puritanism developed as it did because of, and not
in spite of, the criticism of the colony from those in the population
whose vision of the Kingdom of God in America differed significantlY
from John winthrop's."15 Doctrinal and institutional definition, Foster
writes, "was achieved piecemeal over a period of time and with a degree
of imprecision broad enough to accommodate a measure of' the original
Puritan diversity."16 In Charlestown, neither symmes and James, nor
" hort odoxy" and "dissent," represented mutually exclusive alternatives.
In Foster's capable hands, the Antinomian Controversy (1636-1638)
unfolds as a fascinating example of how this dialectic shaped the New
England Way. Most important for our purposes, the redefinition of
church membership which took place between 1634 and 1636 can be
understood as part of this same dynamic process. According to Foster,
Laudian repression pressed English non-conformists into more militant
postures in the mid and late 1630's. with the arrrival of these
dissenters in New England, the "sectarian temperature" of the Bay Colony
rose. Those whose desire for authentic spritual experience led them
into antinomian subjectivism represented only one (small) voice in a
larger call for purity. New Englanders "generally" were increasingly
likely in the late 1630s "to seek an absolutely pure church, uncorrupted
by human inventions and founded exclusively on the privileges of a
rigorously defined sainthood.,,17 Yet the more radical antinomian
lSG .' 6ura, ~ Gllmpse of Slon's Glor~, p. .
16Foster, "New England and the Challenge of Heresy," p. 641.
17In Foster's analysis, then, the antinomians were n~ither t~e only
SOurce of a rising sectarianism nor fundamentally allenated In sympathy
from other New Englanders. See "New England and the Challenge of
Heresy," pp. 657-58.
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impulse provided an important catalyst for change. As Foster points
out, by acknowledging at least in part the elect's ability to discern
inner sanctity in others, the new admission test satisfied "the
Antinomian temper." But this accommodation came at the hands of such
defenders of 'orthodoxy' as Thomas Shepard of Cambridge.18 The new
church of visible saints upheld the importance of public ordinances and
reaffirmed the institutional church as the locus of saintly society.
Ultimately, as Gura notes, the new test served to confine a potentially
revolutionary ideology within a conservative socio-political ethic in
Massachusetts Bay. Linked with political enfranchisement, the church
covenant functioned as an instrument of social control.19
As early as the summer of 1634, Zechariah Symmes found himself
repelled by Anne Hutchinson's "secret opposition to things delivered" by
him and other members of the clergy aboard the Griffin. In 1637, Symmes
recalled, "the main thing that was then in hand was about the evidencing
of a good estate. ,,20 Sometime in these years James began
espousing sectarian principles. What disagreement existed in the church
at the time of his dismissal may have reflected differing responses to
his principles as well as to his personality. Immigrants of the mid-
1630's pressured local leaders from 'out of doors': prominent
antinomians like Nicholas Easton, the tanner and lay preacher, and
William Quick, a ship's captain, became residents of Charlestown but
18Foster, "Ne~ England and the Challenge of Heresy," pp. 657-~8.
19Gura" A Glimpse of Sion's Glory, pp.162-64.
20See Symmes's testimony in "The Examination of Mrs. Anne Hutchi~son at
the Court at Newtown," in Hall, The Antinomian Controversy, p. 322.
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eschewed church membership and eventually banded with other dissenters
in fleeing the Bay.21
In Charlestown, the new admission policy was never the subject of a
formal church vote. But a good deal can be inferred about the process
of its adoption from church admission records of the mid-1630's. The
redefinition of the institutional church locally between 1634 and 1636
may also have proceeded by a complex process of accommodation and
compromise. Overall, 1635 was an encouraging year in church admissions:
twenty-five new members came into the church, compared with fourteen in
the previous year. But admissions were unevenly distributed over the
calendar, suggesting an unsettledness in church life. The covenanting
rituals which took place in early winter, following fast upon Symmes'
election as teacher, accounted for over half of the year's new members;
in the spring, summer, and early fall, church covenanting was sporadic.
Two newcomers joined the church in April, another was admitted in
August, and two more covenanted in mid-September.22 Presbyterian Peter
Hobart's admission at Charlestown First in late summer may mean that
"professing Christians" were still attracted to and welcomed into the
Charlestown church body. But the criteria for church admission may have
become clouded in succeeding months. By late autumn, Anne Hutchinson's
private meetings in Boston had gained notoriety as crucibles of
religious zeal and the source of biting criticisms of Bay area
institutions.23 The irregularity and occasional nature of admissions
21Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 27, 207. Easton's
career is particularly intriguing: he married the widow of a
Charlestown Church founder, became an antimonian and lay preacher, then
a Ranter and finally a Quaker. See Records of the First Church in
Charlest;wn, pp. 247-48; Gura, A GlimQse of Sion's Glory, p. 265.
22Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
23Gura, A GlimQse of sion's Glory, p. 244.
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during the second half of 1635 may reflect an unwillingness on the part
of some new Charlestown residents to join a church under the traditional
terms of admission. During these months, church members may themselves
have developed conflicting notions about church membership. If the
church body lacked a consensus on standards of admission, it might well
have hesitated before receiving newcomers into the fold.
By May of 1636, visible sanctity as evidenced in a conversion
narrative was publicly upheld as the essential ingredient for membership
in New England churches.24 Charlestown First may have required
something more of candidates than 'mere' profession several months
earlier. Covenanters came forward in good numbers in December 1635, but
the admissions of early January 1636 have a distinctive quality: five
unrelated adults subscribed to the covenant together on a single day.25
James and his supporters may have succeeded by this time in pressing the
church towards a more strictly spiritual understanding of membership.
If so, by the winter of 1635-1636, Symmes could concur in the change of
policy, for in nearby Cambridge, Shepard had persuaded local church
founders to adopt the stricter standard.26 If this chronology for
Charlestown events is correct, James's dismissal may indicate only a
troubled aftermath to the introduction of the admission test in
Charlestown. Once embarked on the path towards more restrictive
membership, a church faced the difficult practical task of sorting out
on a case by case basis who would qualify for admission. As candidates
24AS dated by the founding of the Dorchester church in Morgan, Visible
Baints. p. 100.
25Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48. This
distinctive quality in covenanting ceremonies is discussed later in the
chapter.
26Foster sees Shepard's role in the institutionalization of the new
membership test as even more crucial than Cotton's. "New England and
the Challenge of Heresy," p. 658.
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presented themselves for review, and the church more fully explored its
expectations for new members, James may have exposed opinions which were
too radical for Symmes and the body to countenance.
In the spring of 1636 the Charlestown Church had begun to revise
its notions of the covenanted community. James's excesses seem to have
established one limit: they put him beyond the bounds of both current
orthodoxy and common civility. But a month after his departure, the
wives of two antimonian sympathizers, one of whom later accompanied her
husband into exile, were admitted to the church.27 Charlestown First
thus showed a receptivity to fellow members of the laity, especially
females, marked by a more radical tincture.28 This imprecision in the
church's admission policy--one result of a110wing admission standards to
evolve by precedent rather than pronouncement--had clear advantages. It
conveyed embraciveness and exclusivity, a vital conjunction of postures
for a church body in which "professed believers" stood side by side with
newly "confessed" saints. Yet, these were volatile times, and today's
compromises might be the cause of tomorrow's church crisis.
Over the next year and a half the sectarian pulse of the Bay
quickened.29 In the late spring and summer of 1636, the Boston Church
erupted in a disagreement over John Wheelwright's inclusion among the
officiating clergy. Doctrinal issues became more pointed. By autumn,
27Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Crandall and
Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 127.
280ne wonders if males of a more radical persuasion would have been as
eagerly welcomed, as they carried the 'threat' of political activity
both within and without the church.
29The narrative of the Hutchinsonian controversy in this and the
following paragraphs is taken from the "Introduction" in Hall, ~
Antinomian controversy," pp. 5-15; and Wm. K. B. Stoever, A Faire and
Easie Way to Heayen: Covenant Theolo~y an~ Ant~nomianism in Early
Massachusetts (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan Unlverslty Press, 1978), pp.
21-33.
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the General Court was conferring privately in an attempt to determine
the depth and extent of social and spiritual turmoil in the Bay.
Meanwhile, in Charlestown, no one was admitted into church communion in
1636 after early June.30 There may have been a dearth of applicants;
or, applicants for membership may have been found lacking. But it may
be that the church consciously adopted a strategy of institutional
disengagement. A variety of opinions could be tolerated and outward
unity maintained if the church avoided occasions when local
disagreements would be displayed.
Church admissions continued to be rare rituals in 1637. Not only
were covenantings few in Charlestown, but they were spaced irregularly
and infrequently acrosS the devotional calendar.31 Yet, these
admissions suggest that local as well as provincial concerns were
determining the rhythms of church life during this climactic year in the
colony's history. In early winter 1637, when John Wheelwright's
thundering fast-day sermon shook the social peace of the Bay,
Charlestownians remained settled enough in their convictions to agree
upon a handful of new church members. Only after the General Court had
disciplined Wheelwright did the local calendar of church rituals reflect
the sense of crisis. For a time, admissions ceased. Yet, at the height
of the Antinomian Controversy, as the Bay ministers held their synod
(summer 1637) and Hutchinson faced her examiners (November 1637) the
church was once again welcoming new subscribers to its covenant.32
30Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
31In 1637 13 individuals covenanted bringing 9 new households within
the church. As in 1636, the number of days on which admissions took
place were very few: 4 days in the entire year. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
32Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
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The newcomers to the Charlestown church in these months were 'safe'
choices. Robert Cutler apparently possessed a piety visible enough to
win him ready admission to the church and later a deaconate. The others
admitted were ministers and their spouses.33 That the church continued
.- - - -
to admit members at all may be a fact of considerable significance. In
1634-1635, local controversy could not be quelled without outside
arbitration; in 1636, peace within the communion was achieved only by a
moratorium on church admission rituals. By 1637, however,
Charlestownians not only had become increasingly adept in dealing with
homegrown dissent, but had also learned to value and maintain stability
in their public religious life.
The Antinomians had many sympathizers in Charlestown. But most
townsmen associated with the cause--and all who were members of the
local church--were among the so-called "support group" known to
historians only by their signatures on a remonstrance protesting
Wheelwright's expulsion from the Bay colony.34 Church members' support
thus differed from that of a William Aspinall, the former Charlestownian
whose contemptuousness before the Court resulted in banishment, or of a
Nicholas Easton, who voluntarily joined other dissenters in the
wilderness of Rhode Island.35 Under pressure, all of the Charlestown
church members who had petitioned recanted their action.36
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48. On Cutler,
History of Charlestown, p. 87; Wyman, Genealogies and
On the ministers' families see Frothingham, History of






34Emery Battis, .saints and Sectaries (Ch~pel Hill:, Univ. of No.
Carolina Press, 1962), pp. 312-16; Frothlngham, Hlstory of Charlestown,
p. 73; Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
350n Aspinall's and Eaton's future careers as puritan radicals, see
Gura, A Glimpse of Sion's Glory. pp. 257, 265-66.
36Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants,-" passim; Frothingham,
History of Charlestown, p. 74.
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What, then, should we make of this exercise in local dissent? We
cannot assume that these Charlestownians supported Wheelwright's
principles in all or any particulars. As Philip Gura has noted, many
Bay area residents petitioned as a way of showing their displeasure with
the magistracy for interfering in a controversy previously handled
almost exclusively by the ministry.37 The Court's action probably
piqued townsmen for just this reason, with an important qualification.
In Charlestown, was it not the church body, the covenanted laity, who
had accepted responsibility for harmonizing competing voices? The
'dissenters' of 1637 may have seen themselves as championing principles
of local congregational independence and ~ control.
Both secular and spiritual arenas of public life were formalized in
Charlestown during the mid-1630's. A ruling elite emerged in town along
with the visible church and exercised autnority within the local
institutions of church and state.38 In 1634-1635, a majority of
inhabitants agreed to delegate all powers in secular affairs (except
choice of officers) to a committee of eleven selectmen: "what they or
the greater part of them shall conclude bf, the rest of the town [will]
willingly submit onto.,,39 All members of the first board of selectmen
were church members; five were founding members of Charlestown First.40
After 1635, such men held overlapping powers in Charlestown affairs--
they accepted new inhabitants, approved candidates for church
37Gura, A Glim~se of Sian's Glory, p. 257.
38Drawn from the town's few gentry and merchants, as well as from among
the ranks of its artisans and yeoman, the oligarchy included about 15%
of the population. See Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Oligarchy,"
8-15.
39Charlestown Town Records quoted in Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, p. 51.
40Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Frothingham,
History of Charlestown, p. 72.
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membership, and decided important issues of land disbursement. Unequal
land distributions in the last half of the decade resulted in greater
social stratification within the town.41 In 1637, the selectmen took
steps to insure the secular privileges of the elect: "we conceive the
freeman and constant members of the church are to have propriety. For
the other townsmen, either they are to have half the freeman's
proportion or the use of the freeman's proportion from year to year."42
By 1638, a local oligarchy, including less than one-fifth of .
Charlestown's population, controlled almost three-quarters of the
land.43
It was risky business for members of Charlestown's elite to
associate themselves with the antinomian cause in 1637-1638. Deputy
Ralph Mousall was dismissed by the General Court for his speeches in
favor of Wheelwright. But within Charlestown itself, their dissent
seems not to have been a cause for great alarm. By 1638, local society
and institutions stood on firm foundations; local unity, if not
unanimity, had been achieved through institutional flexibility and
forbearance toward a certain measure of diversity. According to
historian Ralph Crandall, for some who signed the Wheelwright petition,
like George Buncker, a leading landowner, and William Frothingham, a
Yorkshire artisan and founder of the church, "to recant and remain" in
Charlestown was "equivalent to political suicide."44 But even those few
members of the local oligarchy who paid a political price for their
41The first unequal division of land took place in 1635, when 63
inhabitants received lots ranging in size from one-half acre to 15
acres. In a 1638 division of outlying lands the largest portion was
acres, the smallest a mere 10 acres. See Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, p. 56.




"Charlestown Oligarchy," 8, 12-14.
"Charlestown Oligarchy," 16.
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dissent continued to be honored as brethren within their own community.
In the spring of 1638, the Bunkers and the Frothinghams joined together
in having children baptized at Charlestown First on the same day.45
Ralph Mousall, deprived of his provincial post, served as town selectman
and occupied the deacon's seat in Charlestown for many a Sabbath to
come.46
We can now place the 'visible church' of the New England Way even
more firmly within this local setting. Did the new conception of the
covenantal community lead to different patterns of church affiliation in
Charlestown? What effect did the new test for admission actually have
on public religious behavior in the mid and late 1630's?
Between 1635 and 1637, some ninety-five households took up
residence in Charlestown. This wave of immigrants equalled the influx
of the early 1630's, yet was compressed into a much shorter span of
years.47 Yet, as the pool of potential candidates for church membership
expanded, the proportion of newcomers who became members at the local
church shrank. A majority of households new to Charlestown in 1633 and
1634 joined the church. But after 1634, with each passing year,
newly~esident households were less likely to take up church membership.
45Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
46Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Frothingham,
History of CharlestownL p. 79.
47New households in Charlestown (by first year of residence): 10(1629) 34 (1630) 12 (1631); 2 (1632), 26 (1633), 24 (1634); 39 (1635),
22 (1636), 34 (1637). See Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown
Inhabitants," passim.
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Fewer than half of the newcomers of 1637 ever became part of the local
church communion.48
Churched households of the mid-1630's also differed from earlier
Charlestown families in the timing of their admissions. Three-quarters
of the immigrant households of 1633 who became affiliated with the
church were admitted by the end of 1634; most joined during the same
year as their arrival on the peninsula. The church's dispute with
Thomas James perhaps frustrated new residents of 1634 who desired
immediate admission into church fellowship. But an overwhelming
proportion (92.86%) of households arriving in 1634 who became affiliated
at Charlestown First did so by the end of 1635. Newcomers of the mid-
1630's, however, followed very different patterns. Of households
arriving in 1635 who later joined the church, only one in five were
admitted within that same year, and fewer than half (42.11%) would be
entered into church covenant by the end of 1636. Households new to
Charlestown in 1636 who sought church membership faced even longer
intervals between their date of first residency on the peninsula and
date of acceptance into church fellowship. Only one in eight were
accepted in the year of their arrival, and only about a third had been
admitted by the end of 1637.49
48Proportion of newly-resident households which joined at Charlestown
First (by first year of residence): 55.88% (19/34) in 1635, 50.00%
(8/16) in 1636 and 44.83% (13/29) in 1637. Records of the First Church
.' . d~n Charlestown pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genea10~les an Estates, I and II,
passim; Crandail and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
49Proportion of churched households which entered into communion in the
same year as their arrival (by first year of residence): 21.05% (4/19)
in 1635 and 12.50% (1/8) in 1636; for 1637 households, the proportion
was 23.07% (3/13).Proportion of churched households which entered into communion by the
end of the calendar year after their arrival (ac~ording to first year of
residence): 42.11 (8/19) in 1635, 37.50% (3/~) 1n 1636, and 30.77%
(4/13) in 1637. Records of the First Church 1? Charlestown, pp. 247-48;
Wyman, GenealQ~ies and Estate~, I and II, pass1m; Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
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Newcomers' experiences with church admission in Charlestown thus
confirm historians' suspicions that the visible churches of New England
were less inclusive institutions. In Charlestown, at least, a dramatic
decline in rate of church affiliation occurred during the same period
when the new admission test was introduced.50 Contemporaries probably
expected this result. They knew that the intense spiritual experience
which the church now sought to verify in new members was one which few
could hope for and none would achieve without gracious assistance. Yet,
there must have been a certain novelty in seeing the hard realities of
Reformed dogma concerning personal salvation so boldly displayed on a
public stage. Why New Englanders embraced and were edified by the sight
of an ever-smaller 'saving remnant' has everything to do with the
spiritual climate of the mid-1630's in Old and New England. Indeed, in
these years, it seemed the church's obligation to institutionalize a
greater reliance on the promptings of the spirit.51
In Charlestown of the early 1630's, the church had welcomed
newcomers on the combined evidence of their pilgrimage and formal
prOfession. The new admission test moved Charlestown First away from
its own traditions by making the transforming experience of conversion
~ identifying characteristic of church members. Yet the importance of
the narrative itself in manifesting a candidate's spiritual estate
should not be overestimated. In the mid-1630's in Charlestown, the
Confession of saving faith clearly was not the sole means by which a
50Long before historians began calculating church membership rates theysuspected a decline over the course of the seventeenth century. The
early date of church founding, continuous admission records, and
constant influx of newcomers into Charlestown make it possible to
analyze quite specifically both the immediate and long-term impact of
the new admission standard on rates of church membership.
51Foeter, "New England and the Challenge of Heresy," 657; Gura, A
Gljm~se of Sion's G1Qr~, p. 169.
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candidate established his or her saintly credentials. Most families of
the mid-1630's who proceeded into church fellowship did so only after
having lived on the peninsula for a period of perhaps two years or more.
Compared with households churched in the early 1630's, their admissions
were delayed; in effect, they had longer periods of informal probation
during which the church observed and evaluated their suitability for
membership. In Charlestown, then, the "spiritualizing" tendency of the
new admission policy and conversion narrative was counterbalanced by
more extensive reliance on the traditional evidences of the Spirit,
namely sanctification.
Who were the new church members of these years? Admission records
suggest that the church continued to discover saints in conventional
places. All members admitted between 1635 and 1637 for whom marital
status is known were married at the time of their admissions.52 Median
age at admission appears to have remained roughly the same for men--in
the mid to late thirties--and to have lowered slightly for women.53 As
in the early 1630's, spiritual maturity (as measured by church
membership) was closely associated with social maturity (as signalled by
marriage and the establishment of an independent household). Church
membership also remained in some sense a household affair. In more than
52Marital status is known for 95.65% (22/23) of the men and 89.66%
(26/29) of the women admitted between 1635 and 1637. Records of the
Eirst Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim~
53Median age for men at admission was 33 y~s. (1~35), 43 yrs. (.16~6),==
37 yrs. (1637), but 1636 is the on~y year ~n wh~ch ~g~ at ~dm~Ss~o~ ~s
known for over half of the men adm~tted. As very l~m~ted ~nformat~on is
available for women, the median age for women is at best suggestive:
34.5 yrs. (1635), 28.5 yrs. (1636), 23 yrs. (1637). ReC?rds of the
Eirst Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealog~es and Estates,
I and II .. C andall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitnats,", pass~m, r
passim.
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two-thirds of the families admitted at Charlestown between 1635 and
1637, both spouses eventually were part of the church communion.
That the new admission test put a premium on personal righteousness
was not, then, reflected in a highe~ proportion of churched households
with only one spouse in-communion.54 But couples clearly faced
different choices in bringing their households under the watch and care
of the church. Certain patterns of household church affiliation changed
in the mid-1630's. Co-covenanting now required a serendipitous
synchrony in the spiritual lives of husband and wife. In the early
1630's, over half of the households had come into the church by a couple
subscribing jointly to the covenant. But in the mid-1630's, the
proportion co-covenanting dropped to just over one-third of all
households admitted.55
In the early 1630's, many of those admitted to the church in
separate spousal admissions probably viewed themselves as co-covenanters
of a special sort. Even when both spouses were ready to profess, some
cOuples preferred to have the husband covenant first.56 The new
admission test brought both quantitative and qualitative changes to
separate spousal admissions. Not only were couples in the mid-1630's
two times more likely to enter through separate spousal admissions, but
these admissions became more truly "separate.,,5? In the early 1630's,
54Households with only one spouse in communion accounted for 28.57%
(8/28) of all households churched in 1632-34, and 29.03% (9/31) of all
households churched in 1635-37. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
550f the households admitted in 1632-34, 53.57% (15/28) co-covenanted;
of households admitted in 1635-37, 35.48% (11/31) co-covenanted.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
568ee Chap. I.
570f the households admitted in 1632-34, 17.86% (5/28) covenanted in
separate spousal admissions; of households admitted in 1635-37, 35.48%
(11/31) entered through separate spousal admissions. Records of the
Eirst Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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the second spouse usually followed' t mb h' , ,~n 0 me ers ~p w~th~n a few month's
But in almost two-thirds of the separate spousal admissions of
the mid-1630's, at least a year and a half elapsed between admission of
time.
husband and wife.58 Under the stricter admission standard, many spouses
no doubt joined apart out of necessity. Husbands and wives were timing
their admissions less with reference to one another than according to
their own personal experience of God's gracious activity.
Social mores, specifically those which assigned priority in church
membership by gender, clearly influenced how spouses covenanted in the
early 1630's. But couples joining the church in the mid-1630's showed
greater independence in their patterns of church affiliation. Some
w'~ves had become the household's first communicant in the early 1630's,
but none of these women were ever followed into membership by their
husbands.59 Between 1635 and 1637, however, women were both more likely
to initiate ties with the church and to be followed into membership by
their husbands once they had taken thisstep.60 Wives now led the way
in almost half (45.45%) of all the separate spousal admissions. One in
580f households involved in separate spousal admissions in 1632-34, 60%
(3/5) had intervals of no more than 3 months between the spouses'
admissions. Of households involved in separate spousal admission in
1635-37, only 27.27% (3/11) had spouses admitted within 3 months or
less, another 27.27% (3/11) had spouses joining only after 12-18 months,
and another 36.36% (4/11) had spouses who joined the church only after 2
years or more had passed. Becords of the First Church in Charlestown,
Pp. 247-48.
59In 1632-34 husbands initiated ties with the church in 61.54% (8/13)
of the churched households, whereas wives initiated ties in 38.46%
(5/13) of the churched households. Husbands were followed by their
wives in 62.50% (5/8) of the cases; but no wives were f~llowed into
communion by their husbands. (Cohort of households cons~dered here
excludes co-covenanters.) Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
Pp. 247-48
60In 1635-;7 husbands initiated ties with the church in 45% (9/20) ofthe households admitted, and were followed by their spouses 66.67% (6/9)
of the time w' ';tiated ties in 55% (11/20) of the households. ave s ~n... ' (admitted and were followed 45.45% (5/11) of the t~me .. Cohort of
h~useholds considered here excludes co-covenanters.) Records of the
rirst Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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every six households churched in Charlestown in the mid-1630's
established themselves in church fellowship in this fashion.61
Options in both male and female church membership thus broadened in
the mid-1630's. Perhaps Anne Hutchinson's thriving lay ministry helped
to reaffirm the varied roles played by women in "private" religious life
and to reinforce the notion in the Bay that church membership asserted
one's personal spiritual identity. When a wife was admitted to the
church on her own merits rather than ·as a substitute 'head of
household,' her admission also posed a less insuperable obstacle to her
husband should he later wish to subscribe to the covenant himself.
However important, these were subtle counterpoints to traditional,
abiding themes. Household patterns of church affiliation also reflected
inter-generational concerns. In the early 1630's, admissions very often
took place in anticipation of a family baptism. This association of
adult and infant covenants had been particularly characteristic of
households with only one parent in communion, especially those in which
married women had joined without their husbands.62 In church admissions
of the mid-1630's, parental desire for access to the sacrament of
baptism continued to be a catalyst to church membership.63 Female
61Expressed as a proportion of all households admitted in 1635-37,
19.35% (6/31) were households where the husband joined first and the
wife followed into communion, and 16.13% (5/31) were households were the
wife joined first and the husband later followed into communion.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
62In 1632-34 admission anticipated family baptism in 13.33% (2/15) of
the co-coven~nting households, 0% of those admitted through separate
SPOusal admissions, 33.33% (1/3) of the households where only the
h~sband was admitted, and 60% (3/5) of the house~olds where only the
w~fe was admitted. Records of the First Church 1n Charlestown, pp. 247-
48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-48; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
63Admissions were linked with baptisms for 21.43% (6/28) of the
households admitted in 1632-34, and for 23.33% (7/30) of the households
admitted in 1635-37. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
247-48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGB 25 (1871), 147-49;
Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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admissions were those most often set w~t'h~n~ these familial associations.
In 1636 and 1637, none of the husbands who initiated their household's
connection with the church came forward in preparation for a family
baptism; but, half of the wives who became either the household's first
or sole communicant soon had children involved in baptism. In the mid-
1630's this connection between baptism and admission was in fact
particularly characteristic of a certain kind of female member--one who
preceded her husband in church membership.64 A husband, it seems, was
more likely to follow his wife's lead if her admission fit within the
traditional maternal model.
For married women, not only the pattern of church affiliation but
also the admission process itself may have been influenced by this
close identification of motherhood and sainthood. One wonders if their
narratives were less revealing of subjective religious experience, if
they were judged primarily through their relation to others--as wife,
mother, and neighbor. In practice, men and women may have been
admitted according to somewhat different standards. If those applied
to women candidates had more in common with the profession expected in
the church of the early 1630's, perhaps it is less surprising that many
wives secured admission ahead of--or instead of--their husbands.
After 1636, patterns of church affiliation continued to reflect the
social dynamics of family relationships. However widely understood,
64In 1636 and 1637, neither in co-covenanting households nor in
households in which the husband preceded the wife in communion were any
admissions anticipating family bapt~sms. But 66.66% (2/3) o~ the
household admissions in which the w~fe preceded the husband ~n
membership and 50% (1/2) of the household admissions in which the wife
was the only spouse in communion anticipated baptisms. (No households
were admitted in which the husband was the sole spouse in communion.)
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Re~ord Book of
the First Church," ~HGB 25 (1871), 147-49; Wyman, Genealog~es and
Estates, I and II, passim.
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these were meanings embodied in church membership privately. Public
rituals made church covenanting at once more intensely individualistic
and more intensely communalistic in the mid-1630's.65 Church admission
ushered men and women into a new social bond, a community defined not by
blood and neighborhood, but gathered by the Spirit. In church
membership, the convert publicly accepted a new identity within a
communion of saints.
Charlestown church rituals of the mid-1630's emphasized the special
nature of this communal bond. Over two-thirds of those admitted in the
early 1630's had subscribed to the church covenant in the company of a
family member. With the decline in co-covenanting after 1635, this
experience became far less common. But the introduction of an
'individualized' standard of admission did not automatically lead to
more solitary covenanting ceremonies. In fact, the proportion of new
church members who stood before the church alone on the day of their
admission dropped dramatically: from about one in four admitted in
1632-1633 to one in fourteen admitted between 1634 and 1637.66
Admission ceremonies of the mid-1630's typically involved not
individuals but a group of unrelated adults, sometimes with a co-
covenanting couple mixed in. In April of 1636, for example, three men
and three women, all married, ranging in age from twenty-six to forty-
six years, subscribed to the Charlestown covenant. Innkeeper Robert
Long and his wife, Elizabeth, co-covenanted; husbandman Robert Hawkins
650n this tendency towardS intense individualism and communalism, see
Michael Zuckerman, "The Fabrication of Identity in Colonial America,"
William and Mary Quarterly. 3rd. Ser. XXXIV (1977), 183-214.
66In 1632-33 23.81% (10/42) of all new members were the sole subscriber
to the coven~nt on the day of their admission; in 1634-36, this
proportion was 5.66% (3/53). No one admitted in 1637 subscribed to the
Covenant alone. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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and goodwife Judith Buncker were following their spouses into communion;
George Heipbourne, the glover, was the first in his household to join;
and Mary Jeffries, wife of the antinomian merchant, came into the church
as her family's only communicant member.67 The covenanting ceremony of
the mid-1630's was requiring more of individuals in the personal
conversion narrative, but it surrounded them with a supportive company
of fellow confessors. The ritual itself symbolized the Christian's
adoption into a new covenantal family.
Charlestownians' understanding of church admission also depended
upon the scheduling of the ordinance. In the early 1630's, admissions
occurred on various days of the week, but never on Sunday. Almost two-
thirds of all admissions took place on Saturday, a traditional day for
private prayer, self-examination, spiritual renewal and repentence. But
after the introduction of the new admission test, church customs began
to change. Between June 1636 and May 1641, no one was admitted into the
Charlestown Church on a Saturday. In fact, roughly half of all
admission days in the mid-1630's were Sabbath Days.68 The calendar of
admissions rituals no longer emphasized the Christian pilgrimage ~
preparation; rather, Sabbath Day ceremonies tended to celebrate the
aChievement of the saints.
Newcomers' preferences in church affiliation and the public rituals
which brought them into the church all document a reorientation of
devotional life in the Charlestown Church in the mid-1630's. But our
67Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Crandall and
COffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," 24,124, 127, 129; Wyman, Genealogies
.and Estates I 150 482 549; II, 625.68 "" . .Between 1635 and 1637, 47.37% (9) of the adm1ss10n days ~ere Sundays,
15.79% (3) were Saturdays, 15.79% (3) were Thursdays or Fr1days; (n=19).
In 1637, covenanting took place only on M?ndays (60%; 3/5) and Sundays
(40%; 2/5). Records of the First Church 1n Charlestown. pp. 247-48; A
~rpetual cal;~d;; fo; Old and New Style.
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discussion of the 'visible church' would be incomplete were we to ignore
the lot of the church members admitted before the introduction of the
new admission standards. At least through 1638, members "by profession"
still outnumbered those who had joined the church as "confessed
believers" in Charlestown. What was their place in this refurbished
religious institution?
The covenantal status of old Charlestown families underwent a
transformation in the mid-1630's, and church rituals were an essential
part of this process. Consider church admission itself. The visible
church of the mid-1630's was built on the presumption that (only) the
elect could discern election in others. Each time it accepted new
members under the more restrictive criteria in Charlestown, the church
body was indirectly reaffirming its own saintly credentials. In
addition, family baptism, another form of covenant renewal, became
especially important for old Charlestown families in these years.
Between 1636 and 1638, the number of baptisms rose in Charlestown to
about fifteen per year; the sacrament was administered about three times
as often as admission rituals. Baptism, not admission, was the
covenanting ritual which brought regularity and consistency to the
Charlestown devotional calendar.69 In New England churches, as Brooks
Holifield has noted, infant baptism symbolized and guaranteed the
continuity of the covenant.70 And in Charlestown in the mid and late
1630's, this message of covenantal continuity applied especially well to
a particular social group. over one-third of the children baptized in




the First Church in Charlestown. pp.
Church," NEHGB 25 (1871), 147-49.
The Covenant SealedL p. 148.
247-48; "Record Book
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had brought children to the sacrament before. None of the families with
children baptized between 1637 and 1639 had been associated with the
church for fewer than two years; many were the town's founding
families.71 The child's dedication in the baptismal covenant also
helped renew his parents' place in the church covenant. In such ways,
old covenanters were reclaimed by the new.
By the late 1630's, Charlestown was a maturing community with a
complex identity. "windmill Hill' was now thickly covered by houses;
another forty dwellings sat along the sides of the hill; others lined
the main street.72 Formal institutions of political and religious life,
led by a local elite, were in place. Husbandmen had founded the town
and made it prosper, but as Charlestown grew their prospects diminished
on the peninsula. Inhabitants interested in farming increasingly felt
the lure of the ample acres awaiting them on the mainland. The town was
becoming a center for trade and shipping. Artisans set up small
workshops attached to their dwelling places, and shopkeepers eagerly
sought space in the market square. Merchants constructed wharves and
warehouses; coveted waterfront property was measured and alotted by the
foot.73
Charlestown continued to serve as an entrepot, but it approached
newcomers cautioUsly and with an eye to parochial interests. As early
as 1634 the town began to seek ways of better controlling residency
within its bounds. None were to "sit down and dwell in this town
71Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record Book
of the First Church," NEHGB 25 (1871), 147-49.
72Crandall, "New England's Haven port," p. 21.
73Crandall, "New England'S Haven port," pp. 21, 28.
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without the consent of the town first obtained."74 In 1636, the town
meeting ordered that "no freeman should entertain any in there houses
but to give notice of the same" within a fortnight.7S In the aftermath
of the Antinomian Controversy, non-freemen were not to be entertained at
all without the selectmen's approval.76 Between 1638 and 1640, a third
as many households took up residence in Charlestown as in the mid-
1630' s. 77 Only colonists of "approved morality and assured finance"
were welcomed as inhabitants.78 Many were admitted conditionally.
Goodman Rand, first in what would become a distinguished Charlestown
family, received a lukewarm reception in 1635, being admitted "upon
condition the Town has no just ground of exception." Newly freed from
his indentures in 1637, John Mosse was given a probationary period of
one year, during which time he was to live with his master.79
Inhabitancy often brought only the opportunity to buy a houselot and set
up a trade; lots might be granted later, but only if the selectmen
decided upon a general division of town lands. Access to local real
estate was jealously guarded: no inhabitant was to convey any of his
estate to an outsider without the express permission of the town.80
74Frothingham History of Charlestown, p. 54.
7 'SCharlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL.
76In the late 1630's new arrivals could stay in the Inn, or in a "townhouse" owned by the ~own and rented to individuals, but most were
'entertained' by a private family. Crandall, "New England's Haven
Port," p. 22.7779 households and 13 unattached individuals became residents in 1635-37; in 1638-40 54 households and 12 individuals became residents. This
represented a 31.65% (25/79) decrease in the,number"of new households.
See Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhab~tants.
78Crandall "New England's Haven Port," pp. 17-18.
7 '9Frothingham, History of Charlestown. p. 55.
80Frothingham, History of Charlestown. pp. 56-65, 102; Crandall, "New
England's Haven Port," pp. 27-28.
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Individuals joined the church in far greater numbers between 1638
and 1640 than l'n the ml'd-1630's.81 y t mb h' he , me ers lp at C arlestown First
involved a minority of newcomers to town. One in five new (married)
members of the late 1630's were 'second spouses' following their spouses
into church membership.82 Through many of these admissions, households
first linked with the church in the mid-1630's completed their
memberships. Less than half of the households newly-resident in 1638-
1639 and only a third of the households arriving in 1640 ever became
affiliated with the local church. The proportion of Charlestown's new
families incorporated within the church covenant continued to decline in
the late 1630's.83
The decline in church admissions was only partly due to stricter
standards. Patterns of church affiliation in the late 1630's were both
socially and spiritually conditionned. Before 1637, the majority of
households entering into church communion were headed by yeoman and
husbandmen. But after 1637, artisan households never accounted for less
than four in every ten households admitted,84 and one in five families
were admitted into communion; between 1638
Records of the First Church in Charlestown,81In 1635-37, 52 individualsand 1640, 73 were admitted.
pp. 247-48.
820f married people's admissions, "second spouses" accounted for 6.84%
(3/44) in 1632-34, 12.5% (6/48) in 1635-37, and 21.88% (14/64) in 1638-
40. So while individual admissions increased about 40% in the late
1630's, the number of new households establishing themselves in covenant
was only slightly larger than in the mid-1630's, 34 households compared
with 31 households. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
247-48.
83Rate of household church affiliation in Charlestown (by year of first
residence): 46.67% (14/30) in 1638, 46.67% (7/15) in 1639, 33.33% (3/9)
in 1640. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealoqies and Estates, I and II, passim; Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
84Proportion of churched households headed by artisans (by year of
church admission): 18.75% (3/16) in 1635, 11.11% (~/9) in 1636, 33.33%
(3/9) in 1637 50.QO% (4/8) in 1638, 57.14% (8/14) In 1639, 40.00 (6/15)
in 1640. Rec;rds of the First Church in Charlestown, ,pp. 247-48;
Crandall and Coffman, ."Charlestown Inhabitants," pa ss i.rns Wyman,
.Genealogies and Estates., I and II, paSSin."
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joining the church in 1639-1640 had a ship's captain or merchant as its
head of household.8S Church admissions gave institutional s~pport to
the changing social composition and occupational specialization of the
peninsula.
Charlestown society was also was becoming more stratified in the
late 1630's. For inhabitants engaged in the strenuous task of sorting
out and securing local status the institutional church served as a
critical instrument of social identification in town. This is not to
say that Charlestown First admitted those who lacked proof of visible
sanctity. But in this period in Charlestown'S history, church
membership was a powerful symbol of both secular and spiritual
acceptability. Not only whether, but when and how, a household
covenanted with the church conveyed something about its relative
position in the community.
Between 1635 and 1639, for each new group of households which
settled on the peninsula, the interval between arrival in town and
admission to the church had lengthened. Households new to Charlestown
in 1638 who joined the church experienced the greatest delay: none were
admitted during the same year as their arrival, and only a quarter of
these families were in church fellowship by the end of 1639. Yet,
households newly resident in 1639-1640 reversed this trend in the timing
of admissions. About one in three who joined the church did so during
8sProportion of churched households headed by ship's captain or merchant
by year of church admission: 11.11% (2/18) in 1635, 11.11% (1/9) in
1636 11.11% (1/9) in 1637,0% (0/8) in 1638,21.43% (3/14) in 1639,
, f"20.00% (3/15) in 1640. Records 0 the Flrst Church lO Charlestowo, pp.
247-48; Wyman, Geoealogies and Estates, I and II, passil~j Crandall and
Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
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their year of first residency on the peninsula, and half had established
formal ties by the end of the next calendar year.86
Why did some newcomers find such a ready reception? They were
desireable inhabitants for more reasons than their piety. 'Early'
church admissions usually involved artisan,trader, and merchant
households. In 1639, for example, those admitted to the church included
John Martin, a ship's carpenter, John Penticost, a ropemaker, William
Phillips, a vintner and innkeeper, and Francis Willoughby, a merchant
from portsmouth, England. Judging by their future roles in public
affairs, these men possessed a combination of valued skills, commercial
expertise, and leadership ability. Martin later served as town deputy;
Penticost was clerk of the market; Phillips became selectman and grand
juror. Admitted as an inhabitant in 1638, Willoughby covenanted with
the church the following year and slipped effortlessly into the local
elite, embarking on a long career of public service.87
Early admission to the church was one sign of the desirability of a
new Charlestown resident; how a household covenanted with the church was
another. Those newcomers of the late 1630's who were admitted into
fellowship relatively quickly usually came into the church as co-
covenanters or in separate spousal admissions with the husband·preceding
86Proportion of churched households which joined the church in the same
year in which they established residence (by first year of residence):
0% (0/14) in 1638,28.57% (2/7) in 1639,33.33% (1/3) 1640 .
. Proportion of churched households which had joined the church by the
end of the next calendar year after they established residence (by first
year of residence): 21.43% (3/14) in 1638, 42.86% (3/7) in 1639, 66.66%
(2/3) in 1640. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48;
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim; Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
87Willoughby served as town selectman and representative, on the Court
of Assistants and as Deputy Governor. Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown ~nhabitants," 129,132; Wyman·, Genealogies and Estates. II,
658, 737, 740, 1036; Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 141-44.
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the wife in communion.88 Why would these two forms of church
affiliation be especially attractive ways of becoming involved in the
church?
Social conventions, local church traditions, and particular
pressures within Charlestown society in the last 1630's all gave these
forms of admission a special significance. In colonial society, public
status belonged to men, and asserting status was a male prerogative. In
the civil sphere, men were admitted as inhabitants and freemen; most
often they acted on behalf of their households. Church admissions,
symbols of status in the institutional church, were potentially more
expressive of private social relations and discriminations. Both men
and women could join the church; how and when spouses were admitted,
whether they joined together or separately, was a matter of choice.
Different forms of admission would_convey distinct messages about the
nature of a family's church involvement. A family's place within the
institutional church was perhaps most forcefully declared when the
husband was the prime mover in church admission, when religious
affiliation mirrored secular protocol. In fact, co-covenanting and
separate spousal admission in which the husband joined first provided an
especially sure foundation for covenantal status, for in these
admissions the husband showed leadership, the benefits of his dominion
over members of his household, in affairs of the Spirit.
880f households which joined early, proportion which co-covenanted (by
household's first year of residence): 75.00% (3/4) in 1637, 60% (3/5)
in 1638, 66.66% (2/3) in 1639, 50.00% (1/2) in 1640.
Of households which joined early, proportion which had husband
preceding wife in church membership (by household's first year of
residence): 25.00% (1/4) in 1637, 0% (0/5) in 1638, 33.33% (1/3) in
1639, 50.00% (1/2) in 1640. Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
pp. 247-48; Wyman, ~enealoQies and Estates, I and II, passim; Crandall
and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
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Public status was never a more 'masculine' concern in Charlestown
than in the late 1630's. A specific male attribute--occupation--became
the single most important qualification for a household's social
acceptance on the peninsula. At this same time, those forms of
membership which emphasized the husband as agent of family status
underwent a kind of revival within the church. Overall, patterns of
household membership in the late 1630's were quite similar to those of
the mid-1630's. Co-covenanting households were less common (29.41%),
but so too were households in which only one spouse became a communicant
(23.53%). Even more households, almost half of all those admitted in
the late 1630's, were involved in separate spousal admissions.89 What
changed most dramatically in these years was the proportion of
households in which husbands preceded their wives in membership. In
separate spousal admissions of 1635-1637, wives were almost as likely as
husbands to be the first to enter into church communion. But in two-
thirds of the households involved in separate spousal admissions of
1638-1640, the husband led the way in church membership.90 Husbands not
only initiated the household's first link with the church more often in
the late 1630's,91 but they exerted a remarkably effective 'pull' on
89Distribution among forms of church affiliation for households admitted
in 1635-37: 35.48% (11) co-covenanters, 35.48% (11) separate spousal
admissions, and 29.03% (9) only one spouse in covenant; (n=31). For
households admitted in 1638-40, the distribution was 29.41% (10) co-
covenanters, 47.06% (16) separate spousal admissions, and 23.53% (8)
only one spouse in covenant; (n=34). Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
90Proportion of separate households admissions in which the husband
preceded the wife in church communion: 54.55% (6/11) in 1635-37; 68.75%
(11/16) in 1638-40. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
247-48.
91Proportion of churched households in which the husband initiated ties
with the church: 45.% (9/21) in 1635-37; 50.00% (12/24) in 1638-40.
(Cohort does not include households which co-covenanted.) Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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their spouses to complete the household membership. Eight in ten
husbands who init~ated their household's first link with the church
later saw their wives subscribe to the church covenant.92
Many Charlestownians thus exhibited a clear preference for male-
initiated forms of church membership in the late 1630's.93 The
proportion of churched households involved in these separate spousal
admissions may in fact be a conservative measure of this predilection.
Some families may have chosen to remain outside the church covenant for
a period of time rather than enter into covenant by the wife's
initiative. In households admitted in the late 1630's, husbands who
joined the church ahead of their wives usually experienced some delay
between their arrival in town and their admission to the church. Yet
once husbands were admitted, their wives followed them into communion
fairly quickly.94 Family church affiliation may have been timed by the
spiritual readiness of the head of household. Some spiritually fit
wives dutifully waited in the wings for their husbands to act.
Of course, admission was not the only church ritual which imparted
important social messages. Baptism had helped to consolidate old church
families in the covenant, and wives who established a household's first
9266.67% (6/9) of the husbands who established the first link with the
church in 1635-1637 were later followed into membership by their wives;
for 1638-1640, the figure was 84.62% (11/13). But the 'completion rate'
for households when wives established the first link with the church was
both constant for admissions of 1635-37 and 1638-40 and far lower at
45.45% (5/11). Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
9319.35% of all households admitted in 1635-37 were ones in which the
husband preceded the wife in membership, but 31.82% of all households
admitted in 1638-40 became affiliated with the church in this manner.
94In 60% (6/10) of the households in which husbands preceded wives in
membership, the interval between the spouses' admissions was one year or
less. But in only 16.67% (1/6) of the households in which wives
preceded husbands in membership was the interval between spouses'
admissions this short. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
247-48.
82
connection with the church in 1636-1637 often had acted in anticipation
of a family baptism.95 In the late 1630's, the association of new
admissions and baptisms was even stronger,96 but now baptism was most
often linked with the male-initiated forms of church affiliation which
we have been discussing. In 1638 and 1639, six in ten co-covenanting
households and over half of the households in which husbands preceded
their wives in membership were preparing to bring a child to baptism.97
Male-initiated forms of church affiliation, while generally more
attractive to Charlestownians in the late 1630's, were especially
favored by members of particular social groups. If artisan families
were slightly over-represented in the ranks of churched households where
the husband preceded the wife in church membership, 98 co-covenanting was
the special province of Charlestown's mercantile set. Two thirds of the
95In 1635-37, admission was associated with a family baptism for 9.09%
(1/11) of the co-covenanters, for 16.67% (1/6) of the households in
which husbands preceded wives in membership, for 40% (2/5) of the
households in which wives preceded husbands in membership, for 33.33%
(1/3) of the households in which the husband alone was in communion and
in 40% (2/5) of the households in which the wife alone was in communion.
All linkages for households which co-covenanted or which had the husband
joining first were in 1635. Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
pp. 247-48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 148-49.
96Admission anticipated a family baptism for 23.33% (7/30) of thehouseholds admitted in 1635-37, and for 47.82% (11/23) of the households
admitted in 1638-1640. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
247-48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-50; 339-
40.
97In 1638-39 admission was associated with family baptism for 62.50%(5/8) of th: co-covenanters, 57.14% (4/7) of the households in which
husbands preceded wives in me~ership, O.~ (0/3) of the households in
which wives preceded husbands 1n membersh1p, 50% (1/2) of the households
in which the husband alone was in communion, and 25% (1/4) of the
households in which the wife was the sole church member. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record Book of the First
Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-50; 339-40.
98Artisan households accounted for 55.88% (19/34) of all church
admissions in 1638-40, but were 63.64% (7/11) of all households admitted
where the husband preceded the wife in membership .. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealo~1es and Estates, I and
II, passim; Crandall and coffman, "Charlestown Inhabitants," passim.
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merchants and ship's captains who were admitted to the church between
1638 and 1640 subscribed as co-covenanters.99
Families of the late 1630's appear both to have understood the
discriminations embodied in different forms of covenanting, and to have
acted on these perceptions. The most select households declared their
arrival upon Charlestown's social scene in carefully orchestrated and
well-integrated church covenanting rituals. In the rare case, such as
that of Samuel Richeson, covenanting celebrated an old and respected
Charlestown family. Samuel, twenty-six years of age, was admitted with
his brother, Thomas, one week before he brought his first child to
baptism. lOa But the experiences of artisans Joshua Tidd, a carpenter,
and Seth Sweetsir, a leatherdresser, both newcomers to the peninsula in
1637, were more typical. Both men joined the church in the winter of
1639; Sweetsir had a child baptized a week after his admission, while
the first Tidd baptism took place that summer. Soon thereafter, their
wives followed them into church fellowship. In fact, Sarah Tidd, Bethia
Sweetsir, and Jone Richeson, wife of Samuel, all were admitted to the
church on the same day.IOI
99Merchant and ship's captain households accounted for only 17.65%
(6/34) of all church admissions in 1638-40, but were 40.00% (4/10) of
all households admitted as co-covenanters .. Records of the First Church
in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealog1es a?d Esta~es, I,and II,
passim; Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown Inhabltants, passlm.
lOORecords of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; "Record Book
of the First CHurch," NEHGR 25 (1871) 150, 339; Cr~ndall and Coffman,
"CharI t h b't t "207-08' Wyman, Genea1og1es and Estates, II,es own In a 1 an s, '
809.lOlRecords of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; "Record Book
of the First Church," NEHGR (1871), 147-50, 339; cra~dall, "New
Eng1a d' H P t" P 21' Crandall and Coffman, Charlestownn s aven or, . , II 921 TiddInhabitants," 210; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, , . , served
as constable and selectman, and soon becam7 a memb;r of the o~lgarchy.See C ff "Charlestown Ollgarchy, 19; Frothlngham,, randall and Co man, 'History of Charlestown, p. 88; wyman, Genea1og1es and Estates, II, 945.
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Godly artisans like Sweetsir and Tidd met with quick acceptance in
local society. But they probably commanded less attention than
merchants who arrived in Charlestown in the late 1630's. Church rituals
helped to highlight these social distinctions. Even before his
admission to the church, woolendraper Joseph Hills occupied a landed
position ahead of several of the town's first settlers. Hills and his
wife co-covenanted in early February of 1640, and brought a six-month-
old child to baptism a week later.102 The Russells were also a typical
co-covenanters of these years: they were admitted into church
fellowship the year after their arrival in town and had a child baptized
a week after their admission. Yet Richard and Maud (Pitt) Russell can
hardly be considered average colonists. Born of a celebrated English
family, Richard arrived in Charlestown with his social and professional
credentials already established, saw his opportunities before him, and
quickly went about the business of the local gentry.103 By the way in
which he became affiliated with the church in 1641, Russell immediately
identified himself with the Charlestown's ruling elite.104
102Hills was among the elite's elite (top 7% of population inlandholding). See Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-
48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871) 339-40; Crandall
and Coffman "Charlestown Oligarchy," 19; ~rothingham, History of, ,
Charlestown, p. 88; wyman, Genealogles and Estates, I, 503.
103In time, Russell served as Cha,rlestown selectman and r,epresentative,as Speaker of the House of Deputles, on the Court of Asslstants, and as
Treasurer of the colony. Records of the First Church in Charlestown.
pp. 247-48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 339-40;
Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 144-46; Crandall and Coffman,
"Charlestown Oligarchy," 6; wyman, Genealogies and Estates, II, 829.
1040f the 24 members of the Charlestown oligarchy who joined the church
before 1638 70.83% (17) were co-covenanters and another 20.83% (5) were
involved in' separate spousal admission with,the h~sba~d preceding the
wife in membership. Richard Palsgrave contlnued In hls Boston
membership. Edward Johnson, curiously enough, ~ever was admitted to the
church either in Boston or Charlestown before hls removal to Woburn in
the 1640's. Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48;
Crandall and coffman, "Charlestown Oligarchy," 19.
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By 1639, Charlestown boasted a new meetinghouse at the north end of
market square. lOS Within it each Sabbath, townspeople seated themselves·
according to the plan drawn up by a subcommittee of selectmen--women on
one side, men on the other, those of more exalted rank gathered closer
to the puLpi.t , While Char-Iestowniansexpected some fluidity in these
arrangements, they also appreciated the structure provided by the
settled character of local society and institutions. So townsmen
reacted with alarm when several leading families living in Charlestown's
outlying districts petitioned to become an independent township.106
Throughout the 1630's, while migration in and out of town had been
constant, newcomers more than offset the loss of some families to other
communities. But by 1640, Charlestown was gaining few new inhabitants.
Some Charlestownians feared 'depopulation' of the peninsula.107 Others
saw the larger signifance of Woburn's founding. It was one more step in
the winnowing process which left the peninsula to aspiring artisans and
merchants.108
"Society," we have seen, penetrated Charlestown's meetinghouse
walls in some subtle and unexpected ways. The new "visible church" of
the late 1630's centered attention on that most individual and private
10SCharlestown Town Records, Reel * 191, BPL.
106Thirty householders signed a petition opposing Woburn's founding.
Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 55.
107Crand~11, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 448; Frothingham, History
Qf Charlestown. p. 91.
108According to Crandall, by 1640, 17 leading families had moved away
from the peninsula ("New England's Haven Port," p. 58). Of the church
founders 63.16% (12/19) remained on the peninsula, 15.79% (3/19)
eventually moved to Charlestown's outlying districts, and another 21.05%
(4/19) moved completely outside of town boundaries. Of non-churched
inhabitants of the early 1630's, only 25.00% (3/12) stayed on the
peninsula 8 33% (1/12) moved to outlying districts, and 66.67% (8/12)
moved I' h' Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-e sew ere. ." .48; Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown 7nhab~tants, pass~m; Wyman,
Genealo~ies and Estates, I and II, pass~m.
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of experiences--personal conversion. Thereafter, church admission
became more sensitive to the details of an individual's spiritual
biography. Fewer couples co-covenanted with the church; those engaged
in separate spousal admissions, a majority of those joining the church
in the late 1630's, timed their church involvement according to their
own personal readiness. Yet the colonists' larger assumptions about
social behavior, and especially about the respective roles of spouses,
continued to have a profound influence on how private religious
commitments were made public in church membership.
Emphasizing personal righteousness, the new admission test freed
both men and women to approach church membership more independently.
Yet, the patterns of church affiliation in Charlestown of the late
1630's suggest that the colonists had difficulty understanding church
affiliation as an emblem of status for individuals. The social context
and consequences of church fellowship actually accentuated the male's
responsibility as the family's representative within public
institutions. Since church membership by the head of household
determined such things as inhabitancy, freemanship, and land ownership,
it was pivotal in securing a foothold on the peninsula. Almost three-
quarters of the married men admitted to Charlestown First between 1635
and 1639 in fact adopted forms of church affiliation which made clear
their priority in the family's secular and spiritual affairs.109
l09Proportion of married men admitted in 1632-34 according to their form
of church affiliation: 68.18% (15) co-covenanters, 22.73% (5) admitted
before wife 0% (0) admitted after wife, 9.09% (2) admitted as only
spouse in c~mmunion; (n=22). Proportion of married men admitted in
1635-39 according to form of church affiliation: 40.48% (17) co-
covenanters, 33.33% (14) admitted before ,wife, 16:67% (7) admitted after
wife, 9.52% (4) admitted as only spouse ~n commun~on; (n=42). Records
of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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Women perhaps had the most to gain, for the new admission standards
supported the notion of the equality of saints before God.110 In the
visible church, some wives not only joined apart from their husbands but
were followed by them into church membership. But even after 1636,
women's decisions about formal involvement in the church were often
influenced as much by gender as by their relationship with the Lord.
Their understanding of religious commitment bound together inextricably
the personal with the familiali they asserted their own spiritual
identity in relation to their husbands and children Half of all
married women who joined the church between 1635 and 1639 subscribed as
co-covenanters or followed their husbands into membership.lll Some of
those who established the family's first tie to the church were admitted
as mothers preparing the way for a child's baptism. In a fair
proportion of households, married women were the family's sole adult in
communion throughout the 1630's: in the late 1630's roughly one in five
married women who joined the church were in this position. But many of
these women probably chose this form of church affiliation by default.
Women who were in membership 'alone' generally had longer intervals
110Ulrich makes this point convincingly in Good Wives: Image and
Reality in the lives of Women in Northern New England. 1650-1750 (N. Y.:
Oxford Univ. Press, 1980), but fails to recognize that even though the
church (especially after 1636) was "one public arena" open to women
which provided them with an important "visible emblem of status," (p.
65) the symbolic reading of female church membership depended upon what
form of church affiliation a women found herself involved in. More
often than not, married women joined the church in ways which
deemphasized the individualistic nature of membership and instead
highlighted their relational ties with spouses and children.
I11Proportion of married women admitted in 1632-34 according to their
form of church affiliation: 68.18% (15) co-covenanters, 0% (0) admitted
before husband, 18.18% (4) admitted after husband, 13.64% (3) admitted
as the only spouse in communion; (n=22). Proportion of married women
admitted in 1635-39 according to form of church affiliation: 32.08%
(17) co-covenanters, 15.09% (8) admitted before husband, 30.19% (16)
admitted after husband, 22.64% (12) admitted as the only spouse in
communion; (n=53). Eecords of the First'Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-
48.
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between their arrival in town and their acceptance into the church than
did men who were members without their spouses, a delay which may
suggest wives' deference to husbands rather than diffidence before the
church.112 Of households admitted between 1635 and 1639 with only one
spouse in communion, more than three-quarters were established in church
covenant by the wife'S admission. But this form of church affiliation
became increasingly 'feminized' in large part because male preferences
in church membership changed.
Even after 1636, then, church membership cannot be viewed as an
involuntary reflex triggered in New England puritans by personal
conversion. Church affiliation was fundamentally a social act and a
family concern. Ecclesiastical theory recognized only one kind of adult
membership. But by manipulating the timing and form of church
affiliation, households in fact became related to the local church in
many different ways. In their admissions, husbands and wives acted on
their own priorities as well as in accordance with institutional
protocol. Investing church rituals with private meanings, they
reinterpreted the public symbols of religious life.
In the late 1630's, church membership was a potent symbol of social
place in Charlestown. Social discriminations infected the forms of
church membership; some kinds of church affiliation were preferred over
others. Charlestown's most select families covenanted in certain ways.
To be received into the church quickly, with the head of household
112In households where men initiated the link with the church, the
interval between first residence in town and church membership was less
than one year for 33.33% (1/3) of those admitted in 1635-1637 and 25%
(2/8) of those admitted in 1638-1640. In households where women
supplied the first link with the church, the interval was less than one
year for 20% (2/10) of those admitted in 1635-1637, and for 16% (1/6) of
those admitted in 1638-1640. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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admitted first, and perhaps even with children dedicated through
baptism, sealed a family's status in the eyes of local society. Whether
a family covenanted at all was in fact determined by both spiritual and
secular criteria. "Visible sanctity" was a necessary, but not a
sufficient qualification for church membership in Charlestown.
Thus, those Charlestownians who failed to join this exclusive
institution must be seen in a rather different light. Some colonists
were ill-equipped to meet the rigorous spiritual tests for membership;
others were merely indifferent about institutional affiliation in
Charlestown. But was such indifference proof of irreligiosity or
impiety? Fewer than half of the households which established residence
on the peninsula between 1635 and 1640 ever became affiliated with
Charlestown First. But one-fifth of these households (21.05%)
eventually took up church membership somewhere else in Massachusetts
Bay, judging from freeman rolls.113 In the late 1630's, non-churched
families continued to leave the penLnsula at a rate far higher than that
of churched households. But it seems likely that a family's failure to
join the local church was often the result rather than the cause of
mobility. Families of the late 1630's who planned to move on, correctly
understanding church covenanting to be sign of permanence on the
peninsula, may never have sought church membership in the first place.
113For households first resident in Charlestown in the early 1630's, the
rate of church affiliation (as judged by Charlestown membership and
freemanship) was 91% (91/100); for households first resident in 1635-
1639, the rate was 69.17% (92/133). This must be considered a
conservative gauge since many more households may have become affiliated
outside of Charlestown through the wife's membership only. Information
on freemanship is drawn from Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown
Inhabitants," passim. Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp.
247-48
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For the saints, the New England Way offered an almost miraculous
opportunity to integrate spiritual and social covenants, private and
public worship. But the visible church was instituted at a price. Lay
prophesying was supplanted by conversion narratives: spontaneous
expressions of spiritual insight gave way to structured self-
revelations, confined by the prescriptions of elders and minister. In
some churches, perhaps in Charlestown, even the opportunity to be
edified by conversion narrations was a privilege reserved exclusively
for the saints. Church admissions had once prompted many spontaneous
gatherings of the whole community for worship and praise. But after
1635, they more often occurred on regular days of public worship.114
In the 1630's New Englanders restructured their covenantal
community, relocated boundaries of mutual responsibility, and refined
the meaning of Christian profession. The visible church was a
remarkable achievement. But in the long view, the New England Way
encouraged a narrowing of vision, a constricting of the puritan
devotional tradition. lIS
114Between 1636 and 1641, 48.48% (19/39) of all admission days were
Sundays and 10.26% (4/39) were Thursdays or Fridays. Records of the
First Church in Char1estowfiL pp. 247-48; A PerQetual Calendar for Old
.and New Style.115Foster is of a similar opinion. See Stephen Foster, "The Godly in
Transit: English popular protestantism and the Cre~tion of a Puritan
Establishm t' America" in David D. Hall and Dav~d Grayson Allen,en ~n' bLi ,eds., Seventeenth-Century New England (Boston: Pu ~cat~ons of the




FROM GENERATION TO GENERATION
As Charlestown's story shows, the 1630's were years of astonishing
creativity. Religious institutions emerged within New England
communities to complement the private exercises deeply grained in the
habits of the puritan laity. They enriched and gave focus to the
communal life of piety by insuring access to godly preaching and other
ordinances of mutual communion--public profession of covenant
membership, church watch and discipline, and the sacraments of baptism
and the Lord's Supper. They attempted to satisfy the sometimes
inconsistent demands of colonists reared in the English dissenting
tradition. A seemingly timeless symbol of the New England Way, the
visible church was nevertheless the institutional embodiment of a
specific sectarian spirit.1
That New Englanders had constructed the true church for ~ time
was less clear. Their experiment had just begun when events in the
mother country forced the colonists to defend their handiwork.
Threatened by the rebellious Scots, Charles I reluctantly called a
Parliament in 1639; by 1642, the King had left London, on the road to
Naseby (1645) and a royal execution (1649). Now set free to deliberate
the future of the national church, English dissenters began asking
lStephen Foster, "English puritanism and the Progress of New England
Institutions," in David D. Hall, John M. Murrin, and Thad W. Tate, eds.,




embarrassing questions of their colonial cousins. Throughout the 1640's
New Englanders found themselves having to justify their ways not to "the
world" but to an even tougher audience--other godly Englishmen of a
reformed temper.2
These Englishmen, the colonists soon discovered, had ideas of their
own, ideas not quite consonant with the model of ecclesiastical or
social order which New Englanders had devised. While there was much to
commend in the proposals of both the Presbyterians and Independents,
neither group won the colonists' wholehearted approbation. Better
organized of the two, the Presbyterians shared a concern for religious
uniformity3 but regarded the church of 'visible saints," with its highly
exclusive adult membership, as Scripturally indefensible. Moreover, in
Massachusetts Bay during the 1640's presbyterial principles became
rallying cries for the politically discontented, those who, by diluting
standards of church admission or redefining the franchise, would forsake
the struggle for uniformity by forfeiting the saints' monopoly in civil
affairs.4 However closely allied in the cause of gathered, autonomous
churches, New England Congregationalists and English Independents had
irreconcilable differences. After her experiences in the 1630's,
Massachusetts Bay was all the more convinced that truth should be
pursued and protected, not compromised by a retreat into toleration. In
their splendid isolation the colonists failed to see that the
Independents were working within a very different world of
possibilities: in England, liberty of conscience was a strategy for
2Foster, "English puritanism and the Progress of New England
Institutions," p. 27.
3Ibid, p. 181.
4Morgan, Puritan Dilemma, p. 199; Gura, A Glimpse of Sian's Glory. p.
197.
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survival.S When their time in the sun arrived in the 1650's, the
English brethren stood alone. In fact, their apostasy helped to
underscore New Englanders' own godly perseverence.6
Disapproval ran both ways. An abrupt shift in reformers' prospects
at home prompted uncertainty in the early 1640's about where the godly's
duty lay. The flood of immigrants to the colonies became a trickle;
some returned to enlist in the campaign.7 English critics of the
visi~le church were unsettling in their aggressive and learned assaults
on the Massachusetts Bay church order. All tended to make the 1640's a
defensive but also a highly productive decade. The clergy poured their
energies into explicating congregational ecclesiology; conventions were
called, and a synod met to consider sticky points in church practice.S
This calling to account led to an articulation and codification of the•
New England system in the Cambridge Platform of 1648. It also instilled
in the colony's secular and spiritual leadership a new sense of caution
about the dangers of unchecked innovation.9 In the end, the colony
remained free of English interference. Massachusetts Bay thus had the
ultimate satisfaction of having given no quarter to her critics, at home
or abroad. 10
By the 1650's, as Stephen Foster aptly puts it, New England had
achieved a "nervouS, irritable equilibrium." While the clergy fretted
over divergences from the English brethren, the laity anxiously eyed
SMorgan, Puritan pilemma, p. 182.
6Gura, A Glimpse of Sian's Glory, p. 213.
7Morgan, Puritan pilemma, p. 177.
SGura, A Glimpse of Sian's Glory. p. 178; Foster, "English Puritanism
and the Progress of New England Institutions," pp. 28-29.
9Foster, "En~lish puritanism and the Progress of New England
Institutions," pp. 23-28.
lOGura, A Glimpse of Sian's Glory, p. 183.
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.English schemes for toleration.11 Only sporadic attention had been
shown to dissenters in New England during the 1640's, yet the colonists
retained their suspicion of 'strangers' and rejected attempts to
liberalize requirements for freemanship.12 Eventually apologetics gave
way to an apotheosis of the particular church order. Outspoken radicals
of the 1650's, earnest Baptists and stubborn Quakers, presented the
colonists with opportunities to assert their godly differende from the
compromised saints of Cromwell's England.
When compared with the 1630's, the two decades straddling mid-
century do appear "indecisive" for the further reformation of church
polity. Yet the stasis achieved by 1650 in New England, as the contrast
with the fractured history of English dissent shows, must be recognized
as no small achievement in itself.13 The New England Way proved
remarkably resilient between 1640 and 1660, in part because of the
context in which the visible church had been molded. In the early
1660's when the Puritans returned to their creative task,14 they did so
informed by lessons of the preceding two decades.
Historians have begun to suggest some of the ways in which
confrontations with doubters and dissenters helped to mold New England
ideology and ecclesiology into patterns that insured the tradition's
vitality after the Restoration. But our understanding of how
Massachusetts Bay congregations weathered this period lags behind,
frustrated in part by limited opportunities for in-depth study of
particular co~gregations. "Decline" still hangs over the mid-
11Foster, "English puritanism and the Progress of New England
Institutions," pp. 29-30.
~2Morgan, Puritan Dilemma, pp. 186-88.
3Foster, "English puritanism and the Progress of New England
Institutions" pp. 11-12.
14 'Ibid, p. 36.
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seventeenth century churches like a mourr.ing veil. We need to ask anew
how this unique experiment in religious ~ociety, begun in the late
1630's, was working out. In what ways was the visible church in
Charlestown succeeding? In what ways did it prove a disappointment?
And with what traditions of institutional involvement did it endow
Charlestown families as they greeted the final third of the seventeenth
century?
A traveller to Charlestown from Boston's North End, once deposited
safely by the penny ferry on the north side of the river, found the
town's market square within easy reach. Here stood the meetinghouse,
where lectures were heard each Friday, the Great House, once a place of
worship, but now an ordinary where thrist could be quenched and hunger
satisfied, and the stocks awaiting those 'flho indulged any appetite too
freely. By 1640, the town also boasted a brewhouse, potter's kiln,
sawpit, windmill and watermill. A "watch house" was built "of
convenient largeness to give entertainment on the Lord's Day to such as
live remote from the meetinghouse." Stalls and traders' shops bustled
with business on market day.IS
Within this setting, most of Charlestown's hundred families went
about making their livings. Tailors, coopers, ropemakers, anchor-smiths
and blacksmiths, carpenters, wheelwrights and joiners plied their
trades. Merchants saw to their shops, wharves, and warehouses. At
day's end, farmers who had brought their agricultural produce to the
urban population in exchange for crafted and imported goods set off
across the 'neck' or jumped on the Malden ferry. Artisans moved from
ISFrothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 94-97, 103-04, 200.
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their workshops, often attached to their dwellings, to eat from pewter
dishes with wooden ladles. The merchants returned to the silver and
imported furniture of their residences "comely and faire.,,16
In the 1630's, enterprising Charlestownians had reaped the benefits
of the Great Migration by supplying the practical needs of thousands of
new settlers flooding into New England. The end of large-scale
immigration in the early 1640's meant lumber, crops, and cattle went
unsold, prices dropped, and the market was glutted with English
commodities. 17 But Charlestown merchants recovered quickly by
redirecting their goods to foreign markets, exporting furs, lumber,
pipe-staves, and above all, fish to Spain, Portugal and the Azores.18
Their cause was aided by their decisive influence in public affairs;19
the town obliged them in countless ways. Merchants like Increase
Nowell, Francis Willoughby, ~oseph Hill, Abraham Palmer, Robert
Sedgewick, and Richard Russell served on the Charlestown board of
selectmen and as the town's deputies to the General Court in the 1640's
and 1650's. Sedgewick and Francis Norton, men of military experience,
brought distinction to the local militia.20 Joshua Tidd and Richard
Sprague received permission to set up shops on the northeast and
southwest sides of the meetinghouse door with only the minor proviso
that if Sprague should "darken the window hee is to remove it & sett up
16Johnson, Wonder-working Providence, pp. 40-41; Crandall, "New
England's Haven port," p. 32.
17Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," p. 2; Morgan, Puritan Dilemma,
p . 177.18Morgan, Puritan Dilemma, pp. 183-84; Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, pp. 103-04.19Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 119-20; Bernard Bailyn, ~
England Merchants in the seventeenth century (Cambridge, Mass., 1955),
p. 96.20For example, in 1654, 4 of 7 selectmen and both deputies weremerchants. Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL; Frothingham,
History of Char1estowfiL p. 97.
98
againe at his cost nearer the corner" of the meetinghouse.21 By the
1650's, minor town officers--clerks, 'sealers of leather', 'packers of
fish', and 'viewers of pipe-staves '--had been created to regulate the
affairs of the market. Throughout the century merchant status co t'n ~nued
to be accessible from below, and several tradesmen and prosperous
artisan families achieved such ambitions in the second and third
generations. But in the main, Charlestown's mercantile elite was
composed of men who arrived in town with commercial standing and
connections.22 Under their direction, the seaport economy was coming to
do 'm~nate Charlestown society.
The merchants of Charlestown, Boston, and Salem, as Bernard Bailyn
has pointed out, had a vested interest in "the free movement of people
and goods.,,23 An irascible isolationism would threaten trade and choke
off commercial opportunities. In 1645, Robert Sedgewick was among the
leaders of a group petitioning the General Court for suspension of laws
banishing baptists and restricting residency of 'strangers' in the
COlony.24 The magistrates sympathized; the church elders did not, and
carried the day. By the 1650's, the Court was strengthening the statute
to insure that all newcomers would pass muster. Charlestown reiterated
its own local ordinance against the receiving and entertaining of
strangers. Yet the town order also bears the stamp of its authors, men
with prudential concerns. No house lot was to be sold to any outsider
without the knowledge of the selectmen, no "Inmate old or young" should
be received by Charlestown householders unless they took steps "to beare
21In 1651 the town agreed "to grant no more shops to be sett up by anyOn any side of the meetinghouse." Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191,
BPL22 .Crandall "New England'S Haven
23, '24Ba~lyn, New England Merchan~,
Ba~lyn, New England Merchan~,
port," pp. 115-30.
p. 105.
p. 106; Hinthrop'S Journal, II, 259-60.
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the Towne harmless, & to save it from all charges & damages that may
come by such person so residing with them.,,25
In the 1640's both clergy and laity zealously guarded the purity of
the local churches. This certainly was the case in Woburn, a community
settled in Charlestown's northwest districts and gathered from among
Some of the town's earliest settlers. At the church's founding in
August 1642 Increase Nowell was present as magistrate "to prevent the
disturbance that might follow" any introduction of "those cursed
opinions that caused such commotion in this and the other colonies" as
well as to offer encouragement in the pious work. Charlestown's pastor,
Zechariah Symmes, preached the sermon. All church pillars related their
experiences before the assembly and received the approval of elders
invited from the neighboring churches.26 But a few months later, when
Thomas Carter was ordained as minister, the fledgling church gave
dramatic evide~ce of its devotion to lay privilege. Still lacking
elders of its own, it nevertheless refused the assistance of other
churches. Rather than taint themselves ever so faintly with a
presbyterial brush, the Woburn congregation insisted upon ordination by
its Own laity.2J .
The Charlestown laity steered a similar path, avoiding the'
dangerous currents of anabaptism and presbyterianism. In the 1640's
spokesmen for both were in their midst. Goodman Stephen Fosdick,
husbandman, carpenter, and church member since 1638, appeared before the
cOunty f' d £20, then was excommunicated in 1643 for his
court and was ~ne
Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL.
~~JOhnson, Wonder-working providence, Chap. 22.
Foster, "English puritanism and the progress of New England
Institutions," p. 29; Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 109-11.
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Baptist views:28 More surprising, perhaps, is that symmes's partner in
the Charlestown ministry, Thomas Allen, harbored serious reservations
about the covenantal church order. Allen (1608-1673), son of a Norwich
dyer and educated at Caius College, Cambridge in the late 1620's, came
to New England in 1639 and joined Boston First. Later that year he
received his dismissal, was admitted at Charlestown, and by early 1640
had been ordained as teacher.29
Allen's career is a useful reminder that the puritan clergy in New
England, no less than the laity, embraced dissenting folk of varied
views, temperaments, and experiences. Apparently Allen was comfortable
enough in his conformity to the Established Church during the early
1630's as minister of St. Edmund's in Norwich. Around 1636, however, he
became one of the victims of Bishop Wren's aggressive campaign on behalf
of high church ceremony and the infamous Book of sports.30 But Allen's
retreat to New England was not permanent--he returned to England in
1651-~nor did it seem to involve his whole-hearted conversion to the New
England Way.
In 1642, as he prepared ~he Way of the Churches of Christ in New
England (1645) for the London press, John cotton invited comments from
his clerical colleagues. Thomas Allen's response survives, a document
of searching interrogatories from which the Charlestown minister's
opinions can be inferred.31 Allen was not, by nature, a
Controversialist: his only publications belong to that genre made
"Frothingham, His:or~ ~f Charlestown, p. 133,. wyman, Genealo~ies and
~tates, I, 354; ~~;;-;;:e:;:irst Church 1n Char:::;~~ pp.
247-48.
9Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 130-31; RegQr~_gf the F1rst
Church in Charlestow~ pp. 247-48.30
F
1 t P 130 Allen married John
rothingham History of Char es own,· .Harvard' ' 0d Anna (Wyman ~enealogies and Estates, I, 16-17)
31 s young w~ ow,' .Thomas Allen to John cotton, 21 November 1642, Massachusetts Archives
240:44.
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popular by Carolinian "caretakers of the soul." His queries to Cotton
often expressed the incredulity of the uninitiated. Yet they were
practical and far-sighted, pointing out problematic ambiguities in the
New England system.
Early in his response, Allen broached perhaps the key issue in
pUritan ecclesiological discourse. "All such things [matters
ceremonial] are to be ordered only by the l'lord,"he acknowledged; but
New England congregations nevertheless found themselves varying from one
another in such practices as time of Sabbath service, when the Lord's
Supper was administered, be it morning or afternoon, and whether infants
were sprinkled or 'dipped' at baptism. If "some things be arbitrary to
the churches to doe them or not," Allen asked, what were those things?
And "wherein are the Churches of England to be blamed in taking such
Liberty?"32
Allen saw ambiguity where Cotton wished to convey a consistency in
church practice. Was imposition of hands at ordination a "Necessary
Ordinance or Arbitrary?" Was extending the right hand of fellowship a
ceremony to be insisted upon or only "a Manifestation or Expression of
Consent or mutual Agreement" freely given? Allen poked away at
particulars. "Suppose One cannot endure to drink wine: What is to be
Done in this Case?" Such questions revealed his suspicion that 'things
indifferent' (adiaphora) too easily assumed the status of 'things
essential' in New England.33
Church covenanting in visible churches was, to Allen's mind, a
particularly troublesome example of this tendency. Could Cotton cite
"Any Rule or Example in the N[ew] T[estament] for such solemn manner of
32Allen to Cotton, 21 November 1642 [Question 2] .
33Allen to Cotton, 21 November 1642 [Questions 4-7].
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Gathering churches, and by Fasting as with us?" Allen doubted that the
Scriptures required professed Christians to make a declaration of "the
work of grace in them" and wondered "what measure of the work of grace
must be held forth to the church which if one fall short off he is not
to be admitted," for "we never read of any that were refused by the
Apostles that had offered themselves." Allen objected both to the idea
that church covenanting was an essential mark of the true church and to
the association of this covenant with the individual's covenant of
grace.34
Allen seemed to view New England's fascination with 'particular
churches' as a temptation to pervert the proper role of the
institutional church within a Christian community. By limiting baptism
to families already within particular church fellowship, the New England
churches ignored social realities which affected families' choices.
"Suppose they are uncertain of abiding in this place where they are, or
perhaps the wife being godly would joyne, but the Husband will not
suffer her, or the like."35 These restrictive policies would soon
tangle New Englanders in a web of their own making. How far, or to how
many descendents of members, was baptism to be extended? If a parent
"joyned the church having children of some years ... are all such
children to be baptized as well as infants?"36
Most serious of all, however, were the likely devotional and
spiritual consequences of the New England posture. To imply that the
particular church, and membership in it, was at the center of Christian
identity was scripturally indefensible. "Men are made Disciples by
34Allen mb 1642 [Questions 3, 8].to Cotton, 21 Nove er35Allen mb 1642 [Question 10 (1)].to Cotton, 21 Nove er36Allen mb 1642 [Question 10 (2, 3)].to Cotton, 21 Nove er
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being converts or Christians though as yet of no particular Church,"
Allen asserted unequ~vocally. Ne~ther the m~n~stry th~ • • • nor e means should
be confined to the "jurisdictional" bounds of a particular covenanted
brotherhood, for they were given "to a people qua Christians not qua
Members of any particular church. "37 When they celebrated
ordinances enjoyed exclusively by the saints, proponents of the New
England Way inflated the importance of covenantal membership at the
expense of the instrumentality of the institutional church. Allen saw
more than a shocking misreading of Scripture in these developments. The
means were not instituted by God to support triumphalism; there was a
real "danger of omission" in New England. Already many abroad were
murmuring, "we come to make Heathens rather than Convert Heathens to
Christians."38
Thomas Allen's was not a solitary voice crying in the wilderness.
James Noyes and Thomas Parker of Newbury had long been in favor of more
inclusive church membership, and Peter Hobart's church in Hingham
followed a form of presbyterial church discipline. Nor were other
members of the Massachusetts Bay clergy deaf to their arguments. In
1643, a ministerial synod recommended that greater charity be used in
judging personal narratives; in 1646, the General Court passed a law
requiring church attendance, a declaration that preaching, at least, was
intended for all Bay colonists, believer or not. Nevertheless, the
Cambridge Platform (1648) upheld the strict requirement for church
membership, and Allen's questions about baptism were left unanswered for
another two decades.39
37Allen to Cotton, 21 November 1642 [Question 10 (1: 1, 3, 5)].
38Allen to Cotton, 21 November 1642 [Question 10 (1: 2)].39Morgan, Puritan Dilemma, p. 123; Gura, A Glimpse of Sian's Glory, pp.
164-67.
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In Charlestown, the church remained on course. The early 1640's
brought no innovations in church policy and, in many respects, church
practice conformed to patterns of the 1630's. Nine of ten new
communicants were married.40 Men tended to join in their early
thirties;41 women joined somewhat younger and in slightly greater
proportions.42 Baptism, reserved for children of Charlestown saints,
remained an important part of many families' decisions about church
affiliation.43 Between 1640 and late 1642, parental admission
anticipated a baptism in half of the households joining the church.44
As in the late 1630's, many such linkages were found in co-covenanting
400f those admitted between 1640 and 1644 for whom marital status is
known, 91.43% (32/35) of the men and 91.67% (33/36) of the women were
married; for admissions between 1635 and 1639 these figures were 95.45%
(42/44) for the men and 98.15% (53/54) for the women. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim.
41Median age for men at admission in years in which at least half of the
ages of known: 31.5 yrs. (1640), 35 yrs. (1642); median age for women
in years for which at least half of ages are known: 26 yrs .. (1644). In
the late 1630's the median age for men at admission ranged between 30
yrs. (1630) and 43 yrs. (1636) years. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
42In 1640-44, women accounted for 55.68% (49/88) of admissions and men
for 44.32% (39/88). These proportions were relatively constant through
the period 1632-44. Women accounted for 53.57% (30/56) of admissions in
1632-34 and for 46.43% (25/56) of the admissions in 1635-39. Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
43Baptismal records are not extant for the period between October 1642
and September 1658, and appear to be haphazard until August of 1659.
But all of the children baptized in 1640-42 had at least one parent in
full communion with the Charlestown Church. Allen's baptismal practice
is a matter of some contr.oversy. Holifield suggests he was successful
in introducing the half-way covenant (Iha Covenant Sealed, p. 147) but
Pope disagrees in The Half-wa¥ Covenant (p. 33). What limited evidence
there is for Allen's pastorate corroborates Pope: there is no evidence
in church records of a change in policy. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25
(1871), 150, 339-40.
44Half of the 22 households established in church covenant between
January 1640 and October 1642 are known to have participated in a family
baptism soon after admission. Of households established in the church
in the late 1630's, 33.56% (18/58) anticipated a baptism, though this
incidence was particularly high in the ye~rs 1638-40. See Chap. II, n.
96. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record
Book of the First Church," NEliGB, 25 (1871), 150, 339-40.
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couples. But this association of rituals was also typical of households
where only the mother became a communicant.45
Despite these continuities, Charlestownians' patterns of church
affiliation in the early 1640's portended far-reaching changes in the
institution and its relation to the surrounding community. The advent
of new membership requirements in the late 1630's had prompted, among
other things, a decline in co-covenanting and a sharp rise in the
proportion of households· which entered the church through separate
spousal admissions (Table 3.1). In the early 1640's only one in ten
households was admitted by co-covenanting, and even more households
resorted to separate spousal admissions. But the most dramatic change
came in the proportion of households where only one spouse was in full
communion.
Table 3.1 Membership Patterns of Households Admitted at
Charlestown First, 1632 - 1644
Type of Membership 1632-34 1635-39 1640-44
Co-covenanters 53.57% 33.96% 10.00%
(n=15) (n=18) (n=4)
Husband first 17.86% 26.42% 30.00%
(n=5) (n=14) (n=12)
wife first 0.00% 15 ..09% 25.00%(n=O) (n=B) (n=10)
Husband only 10.71% 5.66% 7.50%
(n=3) (n=3) (n=3)
Wife only 17 .86% 18.87% 27.50%(n=5) (n=10) (n=l1)
Total households (n=2B) (n=53) (n=40)
45Incidence of linkage between household admissions and baptisms, 1640-42 according to type of membership: 75% (3/4) co-covenanters, 40%
(4il0) husband first, 50% (2/4) wife first, 0% (0/1) husband only,
66.67% (2/3) wife only. Becords of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
247-48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR, 25 (1871), 150, 339-
40.
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These larger patterns reveal only part of the story. We need to
look more closely at how the men and women of Charlestown, both as
partners in godly households and as members of distinct groups by
gender, entered into church covenant. In households where spouses were
admitted separately, the husband continued to be the more likely partner
to lead the way in communion. But the direction of change in separate
spousal admissions is clear: in more and more households, wives
initiated, and husbands followed.46 As the proportion of households
with only one spouse in covenant grew in the early 1640's, so too did
the likelihood that it would be the wife, rather than the husband, who
brought the family into formal church fellowship.47.
When we look at church admission from a somewhat different point of
view, we can see how much the 'typical' experience for married men and
for married women was changing. In the late 1630's in Charlestown,
seven of every ten married men admitted had adopted a form of church
affiliation which signified their position as head of household. But in
the early 1640's, only about four in every ten married men admitted were
co-covenanters or preceded their wives in communion. Male-initiated
forms of church affiliation now were no more common than the very
different alternative of following one's wife into church membership
(Table 3.2). For married women, the early 1640's brought a decline
460f households admitted through separate spousal admissions 54.55%
(12/22) had the husband preceding the wife in communion. All of the
households admitted through separate spousal admissions in the early
1630's had the husband leading; for those admitted in 1635-39 the
comparable figure was 63.64% (14/22). Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
47For households with only one spouse admitted, this spouse was the wife
in 76.92% (10/13) of the households of 1635-39 and 78.57% (11/14) of the
households of 1640-44. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
247-48.
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Table 3.2 Membership Patterns of Married Men Admitted
at Charlestown First, 1632 - 1644
Type of Membership 1632-34 1635-39 1640-44
Co-covenanters 68.18% 40.48% 12.50%
(n=15) (n=17) (n=4)
Husband first 22.73% 33.33% 31.25%
(n=5) (n=14) (n=10)
Wife first 0.00% 16.67% 43.75%
(n=O) (n=7) (n=14 )
Husband only 9.09% 9.52% 12.50%
(n=2) (n=4) (n=4)
Total (n=22) (n=42) (n=32)
Table 3.3 Membership Patterns of Married Women Admitted
at Charlestow-n First, 1632 -:-1644
Type of Membership 1632-34 1635-39 1640-44
Co-covenanters 68.18% 32.08% 12.12%
(n=15) (n=l 7) (n=4)
Husband first 18.18% 30.19% 30.30%
(n~4) (n=16) (n=10)
Wife first 0.00% 15.09% 30.00%
(n=O) (n=8) (n=10)
Wife only 13.64% 22.64% 27.27%
(n=3) (n=12) (n=9)
Total (n=22) (n=53) (n=33)
108
in co-covenanting and the proportion of wives who followed their
husbands into communion was relatively constant. But about one in three
married women admitted were their households' sole adult representative
in the church. Twice as many women as in the late 1630's--almost one in
three--had the experience of preceding their husbands in membership
(Table 3.3).
In the midst of so much detail let us not lose sight of the
essential points. In the early 1640's, the social portrait of
Charlestown's new membership remained much the same as in the 1630's.
So too, for many adults admission into church fellowship was part of a
larger statement of covenantal commitment involving both adults and
children of a household. But the forms of church affiliation preferred
by Charlestown households continued to change, just as they had in the
first decade of settlement. How spouses came ~nto communion was not
merely a matter of mimicking those who had been established in church
covenant before. Church admission was becoming a more 'female' affair.
Not only was their a slight, but continual, imbalance of the sexes in
church admissions, but households increasingly adopted forms of church
affiliation which placed responsibility on the distaff side. In the
late 1630's, married men had acted decisively and deliberately on behalf
of their households in civic and ecclesiastical relations. But in the
early 1640's, some ambiguity crept into their role. Many chose to lead,
but almost as many were content to follow.
Occurring in a period of static church policy, these changes very
likely went unnoticed in Charlestown. Harbingers of the future, for the
moment they lay hidden beneath wide continuities in public religious
life.
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The 'movement of peoples' was affecting the religious no less than
the economic welfare of Charlestown in the 1640's and 1650's. As a port
and emerging commercial center, the town perhaps attracted more than its
share of immigrants, especially those with maritime experience and a
trade to practice. But newcomers in the 1640's and 1650's were few, and
Charlestown accepted even fewer as inhabitants. At the same time,
Charlestown's indigenous population was remarkably mobile. During the
1630's, 233 households are estimated to have resided on the peninsula at
one time or another; of these 216 were accepted as inhabitants, and 162
became affiliated with the local church.48 Yet town residents of the
1630's left the peninsula at a rate of one in two. Those who remained
through the first decade accumulated significant real estate, but even
these had scattered holdings.49 Half of those who left settled in the
town's outlying districts. In time, they formed new townships and
institutional allegiances. Woburn, wjth thirty-two Charlestown families
among its charter members, was first. By the mid-1640's, about fifty
other families had moved to the area later incorporated as Malden
(1649) .50 In 1640, by one historian'S estimate, only one hundred
rateable households were in town; by 1658, this number had doubled, by
the mathematical magic of continual comings, goings, and natural
increase. 51
48Figures from Crandall, "Charlestown Inhabitants" supplemented with
Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48. Frothingham
lists 137 inhabitants admitted between 1637-40; in 1636, 79 of the
original inhabitants were still in town (History of Charlestown. p. 98).
49Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 59-65.
SOCrandall, "New England's Second Great Migration: The First Three
Generations of Settlement, 1630-1700," NEHGR 129 (1975), 357-58;
Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p. 120.
51Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," p. 30.
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Migration probably had less impact on the church than did
immigration. Yet, because of a lag of one or two years between most
colonists' arrival and their acceptance int6 church fellowship, the end
of the Great Migration was not registered in church admissions until
after 1645. In the early 1640's the number of new converts fell to
eighty-eight, a significant but not precipitous decline. But the case
was very different in the years to come. In the late 1640's, only
twenty-five new members were added to the church, and many of these were
individuals who had established residency in the 1630's.52 For the
period 1645 to 1659, admissions numbered ninety-eight in all, or only a
little better than one-third the number of covenanters at Charlestown
First between 1632 and 1644.53 In some years as many as thirty new
members came forward;54 in others as few as six or seven. But in half
of these years, Charlestown First had no new communicants at all.55
By 1645, an era had ended. This was evidenced in the shrinking
pool of potential inhabitants, the shorter roster of names subscribed to
the covenant, and in the erratic patterns of those who did affiliate
with the church. In the late 1640's, for the first time since the
church's founding, men outnumbered women in new admissions, but this was
pp. 247-48; Wyman,52Records of the First Church in Charlestown.
GenealoQies and Estates, I and II, passim.
53Between 1632 and 1644, 284 new members were
First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
54The high admission years were 1652 (30) and
First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
55Years in which no admissions were recorded:
1654, 1655, 1657. Records of the First Church
48.
admitted. Records of the
1656 (20). Records of the
1646, 1649, 1651, 1653,
in Charlestown. pp. 247-
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far from the case in the 1650's.56 Between 1645 and 1660 the median age
for men at admission vacillated unpredictably between the early twenties
in some years and late thirties in others.57 And households established
themselves within the church in unexpected ways. In the early 1640's,
over half of all households admitted had been involved in separate
spousal admissions. This proportion dropped to about one in six in the
late 1640's, rose slightly to over one-fifth in the early 1650's, then
fell again to only about one in seven in the late 1650's. The
proportion of wives who preceded their husbands in church membership
also underwent a radical reversal in these years (Table 3.4) .58
Table 3.4 Membership patterns of Households Admitted at
Charlestown First, 1645 - 1659





Husband first 8.33% 23.81%
6.67%
(n=l) (n=5) (n=l)
wife first 8.33% 0.00%
6.67%
(n=l) (ri=O) (n=l)








56Between 1645 and 1659, women accounted for 48% (12/25) of all
admissions, but in the 1650's the proportion rose to much higher levels-
-to 64.10% (25/39) of admissions in 1650-54 and 70.00% (21/30) of
admissions in 1655-59. (Latter two figures represent the proportion of
those admitted for whom sex is known.) Records of the First Church in
Charlestown. pp. 247-48. . .57Between 1645 and 1659, median age for men in years ~n wh~ch at least
half of the ages are known: 29 yrs. (1645), 39 yrs. (1647), 35
yrs. (1648), 28 y rs .(1650) 32 yrs. (1656) and 22 yrs. (1658). Median age
for women in years in which at least half of the· ages are known: 40
yrs. (1647; 1/2). Records of the First Church in c~arlestown. pp. 247-
48; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estate~, I. and II, pass~m.
58Records o;~~:;;t Church in CharlestownL pp. 247-48.
112
Historian Stephen Foster's adjective for Massachusetts Bay in the
1650's, "indecisive," seems an apt summary of household admissions
patterns at Charlestown First.
Both the social conditions constricting church membership and the
strategic demands of Anglo-American debates on ecclesiastical principles
forced a refocussing of energies. In the 1640's, New Englanders wisely
avoided resting their case for the 'visible church' on arguments drawn
from the experience of the late 1630's, when the church was given
definition by steady streams of converts and a revivalistic intensity.
By the early 1640's life within the churches was already revealing how
anomalous these years had been. The defenders of the New England Way
put their confidence, instead, in the notion that lasting benefits would
come from their having established churches on the proper foundations.59
They sought, above all, preservation of the institution and perseverence
of the saints. In Charlestown these conservative ends were achieved in
part through doctrinal consistency, a steadfastness guaranteed by
Zechariah Symmes's thirty-seven years in the pulpit. But equally
important were visible signs to the laity of God's continuing
faithfulness to his covenanted ones. Covenantings were few and sporadic (
I .:
,)in the late 1640's and early 1650's, but church rituals tended to have a
significance far greater than their numbers or frequency might suggest.
Lacking complete information on the number of new inhabitants
accepted in Charlestown in the 1640's and 1650's, we cannot judge how
much the absolute decline in admissions was due to the failure of
newcomers to join the local church. The rate of church affiliation had
59Gura, A Glim~se of Sian's Glory, p. 178.
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decreased with each new wave of residents--from over two-thirds in 1633,
to half in 1636, to just one-third of those arriving in 1640.60 Very
likely this downward trend continued. But it is quite clear that
Charlestown First had as ~ new admissions as it did between 1645 and
1659 because second-generation saints began to seek o~t church
fellowship. Some "children of the covenant," many of them brought from
England in the 1630's, began to come of age in these years. In the
early 1640's, sons and daughters of church members made up less than
one-tenth of new admissions to the church. But between 1645 and 1659,
they accounted for between one-fifth and one-fourth of all individuals
who subscribed to the covenant.61 They might have been an even larger
presence in the church, Charlestownians knew, had not so many of the
first settlers found their way to woburn and Malden. These second-
(
generation saints were effective morale-boosters: they brought welcome ,;
confirmation of the covenantal promises.
Second-generation saints also help to explain some of the vagaries
of church membership patterns in these years. At no point in the
seventeenth century did single men and women come close to outnumbering
married men and women in church admissions. But the middle decades
witnessed a notable change in the proportions of each. In the late
1630's and the 1640's at most one in ten males admitted to the church
60See Chap. II, n. 48 and n. 83.61"Children of the covenant" accounted for 9.09% (8/88) of admissions of
1640-44 24.00% (6/25) of admissions of 1645-49, and 20.00% (8/40) of
admissi~ns of 1650-54. In admissions of 1655-59, second-generation
saints accounted for 24.24% (8/33) of admissions and individuals with
bQth parent(s) and grandparent(s) in covenant made up another 3.03%
(1/33) of admissions. Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp.
247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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was ' ,s~ngle; but ~n the early 1650's almost half were unmarried.62 The
proportion of female covenanters who were single rose in the late 1640's
to almost one in five, then stayed at abou~ one in seven in the
1650'S.63 Of those joining the church while still single, three-
quarters were second-generation covenanters.64
These sons and daughters of the covenant were, in almost every
regard, an exceptional group. Those admitted while single were younger
by far than the average convert, with a median age of about twenty years
for the young women and twenty-two years for the young men.65 One-third
were children of church founders, and another third were children of
ministers. 66 Their early covenanting was itself testimony to their
family's special covenantal status in the Charlestown community. It was
one means by which the spiritual and social elite might identify
suitable marriage partners.67 For second-generation sons like Sam
Nowell, John Hale, and zechariah Symmes, Jr., church membership was an
62Proportion of males admitted who were single: 9.09% (1/11) in 1645-
49, 20.00% (2/10) in 1650-54, and 44.44% (4/9) in 1655~59. Records of
the First Church in CharlestownL pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I and II, passim.
63Proportion of females admitted who were single: 18.18% (2/11) in
1645-49, 13.64% (3/22) in 1650-54, and 15.00% (3/20) in 1655-59.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Benealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
64Second generation sons within the church accounted for 85.71% (6/7) of
the single male admissions of 1645-59, and second generation daughters
of the church accounted for 75.00% (6/8) of the single female admissions
in these years Becords of the First Church in Charlestown.
65Ages are kno~n for 66.67% (6/9) of the daughters and 55.56% (5/9) ofthe sons. Cf. n. 57. wyman, ~nealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
66Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim67 h t '1 di LSymmes's daughters married men from ot er owns ~nc u ~ng aurence
Dowse, who transferred his membership from Boston, and a son of the
Cambridge deacon; the minister's son, zechari~h, Jr. married,Rebecca
Graves, another second-generation Charlestown~an who was adm~tted to
full communion while single. wyman, Genealog~es and Estates, II, 928,
979.
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auspicious beginning to ministerial careers.68 These godly youth did
not redefine the norm in church membership in the 1640's and 1650's, but
they did exercise a special kind of spiritual leadership in Charlestown
as members of the religious and social elite.
Preservation of New England's special form of church polity
required only that God continue to reveal saints to be gathered into
church fellowship. And good Calvinists knew that God's choice of the
elect was inscrutable. Yet this emphasis in religious life was
counterbalanced by the compelling terms of the Abrahamic covenant, a
promise of God's special faithfulness 'from generation to generation.'
The preservation of the New England Way ultimately depended less upon
newcomers than upon the persistence of those already within the
particular church; ultimately, it depended upon the faithfulness of
second-generation households.
In half of all households establishing themselves in covenant in
the late 1640's, and in one-third of those affiliating with the church
in the 1650's, either the husband or the wife was, in fact, a second-
generation church member.69 Distinguished by their backgrounds, these
households also adopted somewhat distinctive forms of church
affiliation.70 They were more likely than.newcomers to have both
spouses in communion; they had higher levels of male participation. In
fact, initiative in church affiliation by the (male) head of household
68Nowell married Elizabeth symmes Usher after she was widowed. Wyman,
B=;::-e~~:; E:f::~S.' I, 45:; II, 710, 928.69 s __i __ e __:___t, Church l.nCharlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Benealogies and Estates., I and II, passim.
7oDenoting th se folks becomes rather clumsy. Unless explicitly statede t' mb ,,"otherwise, I use the phrases "secon~ genera h~onldm;,ters'f second
generation households" and "persist~ng hou~e 0 sore er to
individuals and households which are carry~ng on 9hurch membership from
one gen t' t the next. It is their intergenerational persistenceera ~on 0 . . .' •within the church--not within the town--wh~ch d~st~ngu~shes them.
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was much more common in second-generation households. In fewer than one
in seven newcomer households the husband provided the initial or only
link with the institutional church, whereas over a third of the second-
generation households joined the church with the husband in a position
of prominence. These differences were reflected, too, in the proportion
of households which found their link with the church through the wife's
membership alone. Almost two-thirds of the newcomer households of these
years became associated with the Charlestown church in this way.
Table 3.5 Membership Patterns of Newcomer and Second
Generation Households, 1645 - 1659
Type of Membership Second Generation NewcomerHouseholds Households
Co-covenanters 15.79% 17.24%(n=3) (n=5)
Husband first 21.05% 10.34%(n=4) (n=3)
Wife first 5.26% 3.45%(n=l) (n=l)
Husband only 15.79% 3.45%(n=3) (n=l)
Wife only 42.11% 65.52%(n=8) (n=19)
Total households (n=19) (n=29)
Gerald F. Moran has noted a nearly "step by step" increase in
female admissions over the course of the seventeenth century in
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Charlestown.71. Oth f' t t' h 'er ~rs -genera ~on c urches ~n New England followed
a similar course. Clearly, this tendency toward female predominance in
church affiliation can also be traced in the overall pattern of
household admissions. In Charlestown the proportion of households in
which only the wife became a church member grew from one in six
households admitted in the early 1630's, to one in four in the early
1640's, to no fewer than one in every two households admitted between
1645 and 1660 (Tables 3.1 and 3.4).
Perhaps now we can better appreciate how much second-generation
covenanters in Charlestown were being influenced by their times. The
forms of church membership which they favored set them apart from their
contemporaries in certain respects, but they also departed from the
traditions of their parents. All of the households from which these
second-generation covenanters came had bQth parents in full communion;
in fact, a majority of these parents were co-covenanters.72 Second-
generation households within the church were much more likely than the
first generation to have only one spouse in communion (57.90%).
Moreover, in almost half of the second-generation households involved in
admissions between 1645 and 1659 the wife alone became a communicant
member (Table 3.5). In these ways, the "children of the covenant" were
71Moran's analysis of church records, which proceeds by decades, yielded
this generalization: "Only Charlestown started admitting a higher
percentage of women than men at the beginning of settlement, and
continued to add to that proportion subsequently." My analysis, which
separates out the founders and proceeds by half-decades, confirms the
pattern overall but allows us to identify the founding group and those
admitted between 1645 and 1649 as anomalous. Moran, "'Sisters in
Christ': Women and the Church in Seventeenth Century New England," in
Janet W. James, ed., tlomen in American Religious History (N. Y.: Univ.
of Penn. Press, 1980), p. 50. , '72Patterns of church affiliation for these f~rst-generat~on households:
52.63% (10) co-covenanters, 36.84% (7) husband first, 10.53% (2) wife
first; (n=19). Eecords of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
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following an independent path. N 'th 1 'e~ er pure y react~ve nor imitative,
second-generation church members created their covenantal bonds anew.
The influence exerted by family on these choices was indirect and
complicated. When second-generation church members undertook covenantal
bonds in the 1640's and 1650's, they were guided by 'family tradition'
in fairly specific ways. No neat correspondence existed between how the
first and second generation covenanted: sons and daughters of co-
Covenanters did not, perforce, become co-covenanters themselves. But
~hose parents were in communion seems to have mattered a great deal.
Second-generation members identified themselves within a familial
covenantal legacy. Their patterns of church affiliation thus tended to
reflect the source of that legacy, whether it came to the second-
generation household through the husband's or wife's family line.
Identification through the male line encouraged second-generation
households to repeat the mala-dominated patterns of church membership
COmmon in the first generation. Second-generation households in which
the husband alone was from a churched family thus tended to favor those
forms of church affiliation which highlighted patriarchal persistence
and which assigned the male a primary role. Over one-quarter of these
households chose co-covenanting and about four in ten (42.86%)
affiliated with the church by the husband preceding the wife in
communion. 73
But what of households in which the wife bore the covenantal
legacy? In second-generation households in which the wife alone had a
73Patterns of church affiliation in second-generat~on households where
the husband had a family covenantal legacy: 28.57~ (2) co-covenanters,
42.86% (3) husband first, 14.29% (1) wife first~ 0% (0) husband alone,
14 29% (1' (-7) ~r.ords of the F~rst Church in
~rl ) w~fe alone; nw- 'n ~~ealo~ies and Estates, I and II,__estown, pp. 247-48; yma,
passim.
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fa 'm~ly tradition of membership, the kind of church affiliation adopted
was ve d'ry ~fferent. All these women came from families where both
parents we 're ~n communion; over half were from co-covenanting
household s, and another third grew up in households where the father had
preceded the mother in communion. But when it came time for their own
chUrch affiliat~on,~ only one-quarter of these second-generation
households claimed both spouses in communion. In fact, in half of these
households the wife was the only adult to take up church membership.74
The m' ,aJor~ty thus became affiliated with the church in ways which
highl'~ghted the wife's role: wives either preceded husbands in
commun'~on or, much more often, wives alone established the household in
chUrch covenant. In order to carry on ~ family's tradition, a second-
generat'~on "daughter of the covenant" involved herself in the church in
wayS her mother had not.
These tendencies in church affiliation of the 1640's and 1650's are
mOre than a historical curiosity.
By the 1660's, I believe, the
community was coming to accept wives as appropriate, indeed perhaps




atterns of church affiliation of second-generation households where
e w'f8 ~ e has a family covenantal legacy: 8.33% (1) co-covenanters,503~% (1) husband first, 8.33% (1) wife first, 25.00% (3) hu~band alone,
~~% (6) wife alone; (n~12). Record, of tbe First Cburcb ,n
Pas ,estown, pp. 247-48; wyman, Z:~;;iOg;es and E.tateo, I and II,
75 s~m.l,Both Mary Maples Dunn and Mary Beth Norton have suggesteddsuch a
E~nkage between feminine virtue, the family, the church, an New
Chgland's historic mission in the late seventeenth century. The
~e:r~estown example allowS us to move beyond speculation abo
u
: the
m' n~ng of married women's preponderance in the church, espec1allyafter
~d-century t f hoW these images came to be transformed
and ' 0 some sense 0 1 1"ins 7ffibodiedin the covenanting ordinances of a loca ,re 1910US
Du t,tution. This is a central concern of the follow,ng cha~ter. See
Co~n, ."Saints and SisterSI congregational and.Quaker ~o~en ,n the Earlyon~al P , ,,' d women in 8IDencan Bel J.g1.on,pp . 27-65;
No
rt
eri.od, an James, e ., ~-- . 'E 1 Am' "on, nTh E l' f Wh'te women'S Exper1ence 1.n ar y er1ca,
593-6 e vo ut10n 0 1
19, esp. 606-09.
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conceptual reorientation came about in Charlestown at the hands of
second-generation saints who entered the church in the previous two
decades. Newcomers, whatever their numbers, could not take the lead,
lacking as they did both local status and the all-important identity of
covenantal legatees. But "children of the covenant" could and did
effect this change. Those daughters of the church who became their own
households' first or only link with Charlestown First accounted for over
one-third of the second-generation households admitted between 1645 and
1660.76 In their admissions, these women began to forge an enduring
association between their own spirituality, their households' covenantal
membership, and their families' covenantal bonds.
Through Charlestown church records it is possible to observe this
transformation of images over time. In 1647, a year in which a dozen
new members covenanted and eight households established themselves
within the church, half of the households admitted were carrying on a
family tradition of church membership. In three of these households, it
was the wife who possessed the covenantal legacy: the daughters of
merchant Joseph Hills (admitted 1640), of Thomas pierce (admitted 1635),
and of George Heipbourne (admitted 1636) .77 But in 1647, no second-
generation households were among the ranks of those households in which
the wife alone became a member. On the contrary, the husbands in these
households, themselves newcomers to both the town and the church, took
the active role in becoming their households' ~ adult member in
760f 19 se d to households 7 (39.84%) were those in which acon -genera ~on ' ,0 0daughter f th h h established her household s f~rst or only l~nko 0 e c urc 0 Ch 1 t 247w~th th h d f the First Church ~nar es own, pp. -
e c urch. Recor s 0 0~8; Wyman, Genealogies and Estate~, I and II, pass~m. 0
7Records 0:=;::;; Church in Charlestown; wyman, Genealog~es and
~ate..s., I, 495, 503; II, 756.
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In these years, the covenantal legacy of the wives served
as a critical, albeit implicit, support to the households' confirmation
communion. 78
in church fellowship.
Five years later, Charlestown First welcomed what for these decades
was an astonishing thirty new members into full communion. Of the
f'~fteen households taking on covenantal bonds in 1652 only a third
Contained "children of the covenant." Two of the three households with
covenantal legacies through the husband co-covenanted. The two
households with covenantal legacies on the distaff side were those of
s'~sters, Mary Brackenbury Ridgeway and Anne Brackenbury Foster,
daughters of baker william Brackenbury (admitted 1632) and his wife
(admitted 1633 ?) • Anne's husband, a ship captain, preceded her in
church membership by five and a half weeks.79 Mary married more humbly
(to a fisherman) and was the first person baptized as a child in
Charlestown to 'lay hold of' the covenant.80 Unlike her sister, Mary
became her household's only member in full communion. The two sisters--
or, rather, their husbanda--responded to the Brackenbury legacy in
d'~fferent ways.
Not until 1656 did any more covenanters come forward. Three years
without an admission ceremony would have lent the covenantings of that
winter a special significance in any case; the participants heightened
t.h ' 'te ~mportance of the occasion for the commun~ y.
On February 21st,
7~All second generation households with the covenantal legacy on the
d~staff side which followed this pattern were admitted in the late
1640's R h F' ~t Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Wyman,
. _ecords of t_e _lr~- ------
~~ies ~d Estatea, II, 706, 842, 986.S of ~ ti;;; Church in Charlestown.....pp. 247-48; Wyman,
~~~ie~ ~ Estatea, I, 108, 362.80
RL
=s J ;t::r: Church in Charlestown ....pp. 247-48;_ "~ecord Book
of the F' 'T~ur.R 25 (1871) 147; wyman, Genealog~es and
~rst Church," ~ ,
mates., I, 108; II, 815.
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Mary Russell, second wife of the Hon. Richard Russell and Joanna Greene,
second wife of Charlestown's ruling elder, subscribed to the church
covenant.81 And two weeks later, what can only be described as a crowd
of second-generation covenanters were accepted into full communion. Of
seven people admitted on March 9th, only one, widow Abigail Stubbs, was
a newcomer to institutional affiliation in Charlestown.82 Sam Nowell, a
recent Harvard graduate in his early twenties, son of the illustrious
merchant, colony servant, and church founder Increase Nowell, joined
with Mary Nash, the first third generation communicant in Charlestown,
as the only single folk admitted that day.83 The bulk of the
covenanters of that day were married women who were establishing their
households within the church. They subscribed unfamiliar surnames to
the church covenant--Booth, Griffen, Kempthorn, Roswell. But everyone
knew who they were and what they represented. Daughters of Rev. Symmes,
Deacon Cutler, Richard Russell, and the prosperous innholder, Robert
Long, these women had come to their marriages specially endowed.84
Coming before the church now, it was they--not their husbands--who
insured the continuing vitality of the family's covenantal legacy for
another generation.
Charlestown, like New England, survived the turbulent middle
decades of the seventeenth century remarkably well. Through their
determination and business acumen, local merchants had set the economy
81Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealoqies and Estates, I, 212, 435; II, 829, 855.
82Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealoqies and Estates, II, 914.
83Records of the First Church in Charlestown; Wyman, Genealoqies and
Estates, II, 695, 710-11.
84Records of the First Church in Charlestown; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 99, 254, 445; II, 569, 625, 823, 829, 927.
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on a sound commercial footing. Just at the time when the infl~x of
potential members from abroad ceased, a fair number of second-generation
saints came into their godly inheritance and were admitted to the
church. Charlestown First made modest gains: admission figures would
never again reach the high levels of the 1630's and early 1640's. If it
was no more successful than certain agricultural communities in wooing
the institutional allegiance of later immigrants, Charlestown had
nonetheless done a credible job of sustaining the loyalty of certain
children to the church as they came of age. And this despite the fact
that high mobility among the early settlers had taken many of the second
generation away from the peninsula to Charlestown's sister communities.
In 1658, a land division of the Mystick-Side district took place.
At the time it allowed townsmen an opportunity to reassess their
opportunities on the peninsula; it now provides the historian with some
means of gauging the interpenetration of the church in the community.85
Twenty years earlier Charlestown's elite, about one-sixth of the
population, controlled almost three-quarters of the landed wealth.
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The 1658 distribution was more equitable: an elite received less than
half of the woodlands and commons allotted to inhabitants.
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Lest the
figUres beguile us, we need to recognize the social distinctions
e~kedd d d' 'b t'on About one in five inhabitants,,~ e in the range of ~str~ u ~ .
received fewer than nine woodlots and up to one and a half acres of
commons; another one-third received between ten and twenty woodlots and
between one and a half and three acres of common land. But
85Re l:L'~t~~v~~o~f~Cdh~a~r~l~e~s~t~o~w~n,pp. 152-53.86 produced in Frothingham, v+s or
Crandall and Coffman "Charlestown Oligarchy," 13.
87The top 18% (37) of ~he recipients received 1,894 of the 4,582
wOOdlots alloted (41.34%) and 330.5 of the 744.5 acres of commons
alloted (44.39%). Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 152-53.
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Charlestown's 'big men' received far more. The top ten (5%) inhabitants
were awarded .no fewer than fifty-six woodlots and ten acres of common
land apiece. And five men, merchants and a sea captain, received
between eighty-one and ninety-five woodlots and has muc as fifteen acres
of common land each.88 Landed wealth gave way to business wealth in the
second generation ~n~ Charlestown, and merchants cannot have coveted
Mystick-side lots as they did property on the peninsula.
89 Still, the
patte rn of social inequality is unmistakable.
Naturally, all those in these upper ranks of the 1658 land division
were members in good standing at Charlestown First. But what of the
average Charlestown householder? Just over half of the town's two
hundred households had some sort of formal affiliation with the church.
This '~s a rate of participation which makes it difficult to speak of
'deClining piety' in Charlestown. The town had followed a now
recog ,n~zable cycle of affiliation acrosS time, responsive to changes in
chUrch pol'~cy, immigration, and the rhythm of generations; some changes
were f'~rst evidenced within the opening decade of settlement.
90
Taken
88~~~--------------FrThese were John Allin ship's captain; Richard Russell, merchant;
ancis N' ' hI'COlon' orton, merchant; Richard Sprague, merchant; N~C 0 as Dav~son,
152 ~al agent and merchant. Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp.
89 -53. ,
90Crandall and Coffman "Charlestown Oliga~chY," 13.
In h i " Lddef' ~s ~ntensive study of connecticut churches Gera Moran
ch ~natively established the notion of admission 'cycles'. The rate of
Ofurch affiliation for Charlestown inhabitants acroSs the first 11 yearsc settlement was remarkably similar to that in Milford, an agricultural
4
omm~nity founded in the late 1630's. Milford'S first settlers (1639-
4) J ' " ' deach O~ned the church at a rate o~ 87%, butl pa33rt%~cf~patth~onecr~a~ed ~ith16 new wave of immigrants fall~ng to on Y or ose arr~v~ng ~n
80~0-54. In Charlestown, the founding group'S rate of affiliation was
163' but for new inhabitants of 1635-37 the rat~ ~as 50.63%, and by
h 8-40 was down to 44 47%. In both places mob~l~ty out of town may
t~~e been connected wi~h the lack of church ties, but the dire7tion of
th causality may have been different in the two places. In M11ford
, ~re was no ch 'dmisSion policy: the church was founded as ava. , ange an a ' T' b l's~ble ch h' S M n "ReligiouS Renewal, pur~tan r~ a ~sm, and
the urc. ee ora, ' "Family in seventeenth-century Milford, connect~cut.
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as a hw ole, the rate of church affiliation for
Charlestown households of
1658 was remarkably like that of the 1630's.
Table 3.6 Church Affiliation of Charlestown
Households, 1629 - 1640 and 1658
























In CharI estown, only the earliest settlers, those arriving between 1629
and 1634 ,showed a greater propensity for church affiliation. And these
were men and women, we must remember, who were offered membership under
d'l.fferent conditions and more generOUS criteria.
Some of these folk were still in Charlestown, not elsewhere in New
England nor
yet in eternity, in 1658. Along with others of the first
gene rat ,l.on admitted in the late 1630's and early 1640's, they filled the
ranks of households with both spouses in communion. If these godly
famil'l.es linked the church with its past, their progeny were its hope
for the future. Yet, by 1660, these sons and daughterS had already
begun to interpret their covenantal inheritanCe in wayS not entirely
eXpected nor even fully understood by the founding generation.
CHAPTER IV
PATERFAMILIAS, MATERFAMILIAS
From the 'flrst, New Englanders had tried to maintain the tension
between Comprehensl've dan sectarian patterns of worship inherent in the
PUritan devotional tradition.
issues in church life,
practice 1
But they were heirs to several unresolved
particularly in the area of sacramental
With the introduction of the 'visible church' and its new
Sta dnards for adult membership, eligibility for the Lord'S supper was
But who the subjects of baptism were became a dicey issue,
Did "children of the covenant" baptized in infancy continue in church
relat'lon if they-failed to be converted personallY when they g~ew to
Clar'f'1 led
If still within covenantal bonds, what privileges could theyadUlthood?
Did
they, like their fathers and mothers before them, pass the
COVenantal promise on to their sons and daughters?
As early 1 d 1as the 1640's, certain members of the New Eng an c ergy
Were Seek'lng a working consensus on these issues. Called in part to
consider. the problem, a ministerial synod in 1647 nevertheless chose to
l.gnore the difficulties implicit in current New England practice.
of a b d ' " f covenantal bonds, like Richard




Dorcester '1 t pl'ece-meal reforms comfortable in
, might lmp emen
kno~ledge that a majority of colleagues were with them in spirit.
BUt the offl' , England churches at mid-centuryclal stance of the New
1"'----.BOl'lfiel~d;--------------, Ibe Covenant sealed, p, 143.
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Cont'J.nued the sectarian emphases of the late 1630's.2 Covenantal
memberShip of the elect seemed to be exalted at the expense of those in
feder 1a relat'aorir the church covenant embraced a ci.rcle of saints, not
merely adult professors. Particular churches identified by their
regenerate members became the official guardians of covenantal promises.
As bapt' ,J.sm J.ncreasingly
sp'J.ritual
became "the personal possession of a
aristo cracy," sacramental policy in Massachusetts Bay was in
danger of losing "all resemblance to the baptismal traditions of
histor'J.cProtestantism.,,3
Un'J.ntended result of ecclesiastical controversy.4
Some balance was restored in the 1650's as an
Harassed and
Persecuted nat' d h . ', J.ve-grown baptists nevertheless helpe t eJ.r purJ.tan
brethren clarify their commitments to the visible church. This they
accornpl'J.shed by showing how thoroughly unacceptable, by most New
Englanders' lights, a church truly restricted to regenerate members
Adult converts alone made up a church, the antipaedobaptistsWOUld be.
argUed , and for them baptism was the entry into covenantal fellowship.
The 0 1n Y legacy which mattered was that of the spirit--which blew where
it w'J.lled from a single disputed issue in church discipline,Beginning
the Baptists f d t' f N .ultimately challenged the covenantal oun a J.ons 0 ew
England ChUrch order, forcing the clergy to defend their churches with
reneWed vigor
.S Infant baptism, as the orthodox read the scriptures,
was diVinely ordained, the symbol and guarantee of covenantal
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continuity. It confirmed, rather than conferred, an interest in the
covenant. When all was said and done, it was this Abrahamic covenant--
whose continuing validity the Baptists denied--which underlay New
Englanders' understanding of their institutions and of themselves as
God's people.
In this instance, New Englanders' common sense led them to
cooperate with the less sectarian part of their tradition. Some clergy
continued to consider professing but unregenerate adults as at best
"negative Christians.,,6 But the majority recognized that it was an odd,
even ungrateful, church which insisted upon calling baptized offspring
of members "strangers" to the covenant, likening them to pagans.7
According to Brooks Holifield, the ministers of New England "were never
quite clear about the 'efficacy of the covenant' that was sealed by
baptism."s But they had confidence that God ordinarily called his elect
from among those already in church relation through the means given to
the instituted church. By devaluing church ordinances and denying the
federal relation, the Baptists prompted New Englanders to reaffirm their
hope in their families and their churches as agencies of salvation.
6In- the manuscript and published pamphlets of the 1662 controversy,
there are fundamental differences in the vocabulary and grammar of
religious commitment used by clergy on competing sides. On "negative
Christians" see John Davenport, Another eS$ay for Investigation of the
Truth (1663), p. 28; Antisynodalia Scriptura Americana (1662), pp. 35-
37; John Davenport, "The Third Essay for Investigation of the Truth,"
[1665] Davenport Papers, American Antiquarian Society, p. 98; [John]
Russel, "Anti-synodalia," Mather Family Papers, American Antiquarian
Society, pp. 28-29 [AAS]. The documents of the controversy are
described in Michael G. Hall and William L. Joyce, "The Half-Way
Covenant of 1662: Some New Evidence," Proceedings of the American
Anti~uarian Society 87 (1977), 97-110.
7Richard Mather, A Defense of the Answer and Arguments of the Synod Met
at Boston in the Year 1662 (Cambridge, 1664), p. 23; T. Shepard, ~
Church Membership of Children, pp. 9, 20-21; "Result of the Synod of
1662" in Williston Walker, Creeds and Platforms of Congregationalism
(New York: Chas. Scribner, 1893), pp. 329-31 [Proposition 5, Arg. 2 and
5] .
SHolifield, The Covenant Sealed, pp. 150-52.
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In 1657, a ministerial assembly was ready to endorse inclusion in
the federal covenant as the essential ground of church membership. The
so-called "Half-Way Synod" of 1662, made up mostly of lay elders,
spelled out the intricacies in baptismal policy implied by this
definition.9 The 'visible church' was made up of "Confederate visible
believers, in particular churches, and their infant seed."lO In other
words, the church included those "children in minority whose next
parents, one or both, are in Covenant." When grown, these "church
members who were admitted in minority" remained a part of the church;
they were "personally under its watch, discipline, and Government." If
willing to profess publicly their understanding of proper doctrine, if
they had led a blameless life, and if they solemnly "owned· the covenant"
by sUbjecting themselves and their children to the church, they could
claim baptism for their own progeny.ll The Synod took care to reaffirm
that the covenant relation preceded its 'seal' in the sacraments--a
vital point given the Baptists' claim that baptism created covenantal
membership. But the importance of institutional affiliation and
validation is equally clear. In New England a claim to interest in the
covenant lacked authority and was of dubious authenticity unless
confirmed in an ecclesiastical way.
Having adopted the vocabulary of its eighteenth-century critics,
historians were slow to recognize the "half-way covenant" as a change in
church policy consistent with puritan priorities. But the more we learn
9For a narrative of these deliberations see Pope, The Half-way Covenant.
Chaps. 1 and 2.
lO"Result of the Synod of 1662," in Walke:r:,Creeds and Platforms, p. 313
[Proposition 2].
ll"Result of the Synod of 1662," in Walker, C.reeds and Platforms, pp.
313-14 [Propositions 3 and 5] .
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about the dissenting churches in Anglo-American perspective, the more
the propositions of 1662 seem a late seventeenth-century example of the
adaptability of the New England Way. In responding to new conditions,
the churches affirmed their historic traditions. Principles which, in
the 1630's, had encouraged innovations were not compromised.12 The
Lord's Supper remained the exclusive privilege of testified saints, and
other ordinances of mutual communion, such as admission, election of
ministers or officers, and imposition of church discipline were under
their control. Such privileges acknowledged the saints' superior
discernment and upheld maturity in faith as a personal spiritual goal in
the community. In fact, even the greater comprehensiveness feared by
some in the new baptismal policy was heavily qualified by the
requirements of a sectarian church. In an earlier day, those who were
godly in behavior, publicly professed their assent to reformed
principles, eagerly sought the ordinances, and subjected themselves to
church discipline were readily accepted as "professing" members of the
church. But in Massachusetts Bay of the early 1660's, "profession"
brought limited status in the church; moreover, it was restricted by
definition to those already safely within covenant. At best the ha1f-
way covenant would be a "narrow tribal way of recruiting saints.,,13 The
third generation's claim to covenantal membership rested upon an earlier
generation's participation in the particular church covenant.
The propositions of 1662 met with indifference in some
congregations and hostility in others. The subject of an
unprecedentedly public and protracted clerical debate, the recommended
12Morgan, Visible Saints, p. 131-34.
13Morgan, visible Saints, p. 138.
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change in church policy was a hot political topic for at least another
eight years.14 Even in those congregations where it was approved, the
half-way covenant became an important part of church practice only in
the final quarter of the seventeenth century.15 Quite naturally
historians have looked to churches in the 1670's and 1680's for an
understanding of its impact on church life.16
Charlestownians al~o began to "own the covenant" in significant
numbers only after 1675. But they were among the first to vote their
assent to the principles enunciated by the Synod. At a church meeting
in February 1663, the brethren, having been asked by the elders to
consider the Synod's conclusions, "did generally express themselves (at
least three 4ths of them by word of mouth) that they did consent to the
whole book for the substance thereof, and desired that the will of God
therein might be attended."17 The ministers agreed. Zechariah Symmes
helped present the Synod's results to the General Court; Thomas Shepard,
Jr., ordained as Symmes' collegue in 1659, sought to rally public
support by (posthumous) publication of his father's anti-Baptist
views.18 Still, the church proceeded slowly. By late 1664 there had
been "many thoughts of heart touching the Doctrine of the late Synod .
.in order to the effectuall practice of the same; It was propounded to
vote whether the brethren were satisfied soe far forth as that there
14The controversy is described in detail in Pope, The Half-way Covenant,
Chaps. 5 and 6; Hall and Joyce, "The Half-Way Covenant," 97-110.
15Pope, The Half-Way Covenant, Chaps. 5 and 7.
16pope studies Boston Third, Charlestown, Dorchester and Roxbury. For a
different view of Dorchester see Ross W. Beales, "The Half-Way Covenant
and Religious Scrupulosity: The First Church of Dorchester,
Massachusetts, as a Test Case," William and Mary Quarterly 3rd. Ser.
XXXI (1974), 465-480. Charlestownians' use of the half-way covenant
after 1675 is the focus of the next chapter.
17"ReCord Book of the First Church," NEH.GB 24 (1870), 10.
18Pope, The Half-Way Covenant, pp. 214-15.
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might be a proceeding to the practice thereof." The motion passed in
the affirmative.19 Yet in the late 1660's and early 1670's only a small
handful "owned the covenant."
Most Charlestownians were not ready to resort to the half-way
covenant, but their assent to the principles enunciated at the Synod was
not without significance. The Synod's work confirmed and encouraged
certain trends already well-established in the local church. In the
1660's and early 1670's, as the meaning of church membership continued
to evolve informally in Charlestown, the way was prepared for more
radical changes in church policy.
Under the leadership of Zechariah Symmes, the Charlestown Church of
the 1650's was ready to defend the notion of a federal covenant sealed
in infant baptism. Sometime early in the decade Thomas Gould, a
wheelwright, church member, and respected inhabitant, discovered his
antipaedobaptist sympathies; in 1655, he withheld a child from
baptism.20 While in earnest, Gould was not of the same enthusiastic
bent as another local Baptist, Christopher Goodwin, who was later
convicted of "contempt and violence offered to the public dispensation
of the ordinance of Baptism at Charlestown, throwing over the basin of
water in the meetinghouse. ,,21 The church met with Gould but took
no formal action against him while his views were privately held. But
19"Record Book of the First Church," NE..l:i.GB. 24 (1870), 12.
2oGouid was admitted at Charlestown First with his wife in 1640, became
a freeman in 1641, and served as town selectman as late as 1663 and
1664. He ranked in the top 7.5% in the Charlestown land division of
1658. See Charlestown Town Records, Reel #192, BPL; Records of the
First Church in Charlestown; Gura, A Glimpse of Sion's Glory, p. 123;
Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 153, 166; McLoughlin, lieN
.Enqland Dissent, pp. 50-54, 72.
21Quoted in Frothingham, History of Charlestown. p. 164.
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Charlestown consciences were sensitive, and Gould's scruples deepened.
When Gould began to leave the meetinghouse during a baptism, he gave
"great trouble to some honest hearts" who urged him to outward
compliance.22 At their urging, he remained, but then signified his
dissent by sitting during the ceremony.23 Soon thereafter, the church
admonished him, and therein began a series of appearances for Gould
before the church and county court. Ultimately his views led him into
semi-separatism then outright schism, earning him excommunication (1664)
and imprisonment.24
The disciplinary records of Charlestown First suggest how critical
infant baptism had become in the covenantal schema for many members of
the church. In June of 1658, Gould was asked "whether he did not owne
Church Covenant, as an Ordinance of God, and him-selfe in covenant with
this Church." The question was occasioned by Gould's absence from
Charlestown worship services: while sufficient to satisfy the civil
court, Gould's regular Sabbath attendance in nearby Cambridge was
considered an affront by the particular church in which he held
membership. 25 Gould's own reading of his relation to the Charlestown
church is instructive. He had decided that he "was free to goe any
22A Massachusetts Bay law of 1644 provided for the banishment of those
who "openly condemn or oppose the baptism of infants, or go about
secretly to seduce others from the approbation or use thereof, or shall
purposely depart the congregation at the ministration of the ordinance,
&c., and shall appear to the Court willfully and obstinately to continue
therin after due time and means of correction. . . " See Frothingham,
History of Charlestown, p. 131; Gura, A Glimpse of Sion's Glory, pp.
115, 121.
23Gould's account as quoted in Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p.
165.
24McLoughlin, New Enqland Dissent, pp. 50-72; Gura, A Glimpse of Sion's
Glory, pp. 120-25; "Record Book of the First Church," NE.HGB 24 (1870),
9-12.
25"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGE. 24 (1870), 9; Frothingham,
History of Charlestown, pp. 164-65.
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whither" because the church "had cutt him of [f), or put him away, by
denying him the Lord's Supper, when only he had been admonished, and so
now had no more priviledg then an Indian, and therefore he looked not
now at himself, as a Member of our Churche .. "26 Both Gould and the
church felt 'put away' by the other; beneath denials of sacramental
validity and sacramental access lay a fundamental disagreement on the
nature of the covenant of God with his people.27
Local Baptists presented Charlestownians with the need to clarify
and enunciate their convictions. But other influences were at work
within the churches which placed increasing emphasis on the sacrament of
baptism. In the visible church, admission ceremonies were assigned a
new--even exaggerated--importance in public devotional life. But
Charlestownians witnessed subscriptions to the covenant fairly
infrequently between 1645 and 1659: in eight of these years there were
fewer than three admission ceremonies; in only one year did covenantings
take place on more than four days in a year.2B Yet it is very likely
that baptisms occurred both more frequently and with greater regularity
on the church calendar.29 Many parents admitted in the late 1630's and
early 1640's would still have been bearing and baptizing children for a
dozen years or more. Any who withheld their children from the sacrament
would have received official notice eventually. And some of those
26"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 24 (1870), 9.
27McLoughlin sees "the nature of the covenant of God with his people" as
"more central to the quarrel than the specific ordinance 6f baptism"
(New EnQland pissent. p. 34).
2BThe average number of admission days per annum was 7 for 1635-39 and
6.33 for 1641-43; but in 1646, 1651, 1653-55, and 1657 no admissions
took place, and in 1644, 1645, 1648 and 1659 a single admission ceremony
occurred in the year. Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp.
247-48.
29In the early 1640's the numbers of days per annum on which baptisms
occurred was 25 in 164-0, 17 in 1641, and 12 in 1642 (Jan.-Oct.).
"Record Book of the First Church," NERGE. 25 (1871), 150, 339-40.
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households admitted between 1645 and 1659 must surely have added other
names to the baptismal lists.
Did a new baptismal piety emerge in the 1650's to fill the
devotional void left by a relative decline in other ordinances of mutual
communion? Without adequate baptismal records the point must remain
speculative for Charlestown. Indeed, in those churches for which
complete records exist historians have not adequately considered the
question, and a renaissance in sacramental piety has traditionally been
associated with the first extensive use of the half-way covenant in
later decades.30 But in Charlestown, a heightened concern for the
ordinance very likely came earlier, accompanying the maturing of the
second generation.
Those second-generation sons and daughters who subscribed to the
covenant between 1645 and 1660 helped preserve the visible church.
Moving from baptism to full communion at Charlestown First, they proved
the vitality of the Abrahamic covenant as the foundation of the local
church order. These "children of the covenant" were coming into their
inheritance as the "covenant seed" and thus fulfilling the promise of
their own baptisms. But their memberships had another important aspect.
The second generation were also le~atees, carriers of the covenantal
promises from one generation to another. They fulfilled the
responsibilities of this role by bringing their own children within
church bonds through baptism. Persistence in covenant through the
generations was what distinguished the godly family and the godly
community. In the third quarter of the seventeenth century
Charlestownians increasingly perceived adult church membership in this
30See, for example, Holifield, The Covenant Sealed, pp. 169-224.
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light. It was the link between covenantal bonds of the past and the
future.
This image comes into focus in Charlestown by 1660--the first year
in which complete church records allow us a clear vision of
institutional life. The early 1660's were characterized by certain
continuities in admission patterns. Women outnumbered men, with female
converts accounting for roughly two-thirds of all admissions;31
admissions to the church were modest in number, close to the levels of
the middle decades. But in other respects, there is evidence of a
!
reorientation in church rituals. Always a major theme, household
covenantal dedication again emerges as a dominant strain in church life
in the early 1660's. All those admitted between 1660 and 1664 were
married.32 In over half of these households parental admission preceded
a family baptism.33 The scheduling of ordinances intensified this focus
on the family. In the 1630's and 1640's, a family's first baptism
typically took place several weeks--but sometimes several months--after
a parent became affiliated with the church.34 But in the early 1660's
children were customarily baptized the week after their parents'
31The proportion of women entering communion was 64.10% (25/39) in 1650-
54; 70.00% (21/30) in 1655-59; 64.52% (20/31) in 1660-64. Records of
the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
32All of the men and 90% (18/20) of the women admitted between 1660-64
(for whom marital status is known) were married. This level was
characteristic of admissions in the period 1660-74 as a whole, a
preponderance of married folk which was reminiscent of the opening years
in the church's history. Records of the First Church in Charlestown.
pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates. I and II, passim.
33when at its highest point in the early 1640's, the proportion of newly
admitted households bringing children to baptism within a 9 month period
of their covenanting was about half. 11 of 18 (61.11%) households
churched between 1660 and 1664 linked admission and baptism. Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record Book of the First
Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 147-150, 339-43.
34Thus the community drew connections between the two events more
informally, though sometimes there was the visible evidence of an
expectant mother subscribing to the church covenant.
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covenanting. 35 Covenantal dedication of parents and children was more
closely conjoined in church rituals.
AS in the late 1640's and 1650's, second-generation households were
at the center of these changes, In the early 1660's, "children of the
covenant" accounted for over one-third of all individual admissions,36
and were especially well-represented among the males affiliating with
the church during these years.37. Second-generation households had
comprised one-third of those churched in the late 1650's, but in the
early 1660's one-half of all households admitted were from families with
previous ties to the church.38 In all of these second-generation
households one generation's admission was closely followed by another's
baptism.39
Church rituals seem to have accentuated the instrumental role of
the second generation. Thi.s is suggested not only in the timing of the ..-(
two covenanting ordinances but in second-generation households' patterns
of affiliation with the local church. In over half of these households
35Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record Book
of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 341-43.
36Second-generation saints as a proportion of all admissions: 24%
(6/25) in 1645-49, 20% (8/40) in 1650-54, 24.24% (8/33) in 1655-59, and
38.71% (12/31) in 1660-64. In 1655-59, an additional 3.03% (1/33) of
those admitted were third generation saints. Record of the First Church
in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
37In the early 1660's, "sons of the covenant" made up 45.45% (5/11) of
all males admitted while "daughters of the covenant" made up 35% (7/20)
of all females admitted. This imbalance was also true of the 1650's,
when second-generation 'sons' accounted for 33.33% (3/9) and second
generation 'daughters' accounted for 23.81% (5/21) of all those admitted
of their respective genders. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
38Second-generation households as a proportion of all households
admitted: 38.10% (8/21) in 1650-54; 33.33% (5/15) in 1655-59; 50.00%
(9/18) in 1660-64. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-
48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
39Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record Book
of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 341-43.
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the wife joined alone or in advance of her husband,40 and the close
association of admissions and baptisms mentioned above was most cornmon
in precisely these kinds of second-generation households.41 Female
church membership had always had multiple meanings in Charlestown. As
far back as the early 1630's, wives who initiated formal church
relations for their households were understood to be acting in a
maternal capacity. By mid-century more and more women were serving as
agents of household membership. Perhaps most important of all, the
majority of second-generation households admitted in the 1640's and
1650's had intergenerational ties to the church only on the distaff
side.42 By the 1660's Charlestownians readily identified women not only
as representatives of their households but also as bearers of a family's
covenantal legacy.
When a mother covenanted, her child's covenantal status was not
merely anticipated but tended to intrude upon the very meaning of the
'admission itself. One final ingredient in rituals of the early 1660's
40Compared with newcomer households, second-generation households had
more impressive rates of male involvement and male initiative;
nevertheless, responsibility for covenantal bonds still devolved mainly
on the wife. Patterns of affiliation for second-generation households
admitted 1660-64: 22.22% (2) co-covenanters, 22.22% (2) husband first,
33.33% (3) wife first, 0% (0) husband only, 22.22% (2) wife only; (n=9).
Patterns of affiliation for newcomer households: 33.33% (3) co-
covenanters, 11.11% (1) husband first, 11.11% (1) wife first, 0% (0)
husband only, 44.44% (4) wife only; (n=9). Records of the First Church
in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
410f the 9 second-generation households admitted in 1660-64 where
baptism followed closely upon parental admission, 3 (33.33%) were
established in the church when the wife preceded her husband in
membership, and 2 others (22.22%) when the wife joined alone. Records
of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I and II, passim.
42More precisely, 63.16% (12/19) of second generation households
admitted between 1645 and 1659. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
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reinforces this impression. In 1660, between one-quarter and one-third
of all households involved in baptism at Charlestown First had more than
one child baptized. These "multiple baptisms"--where two or more
siblings received the sacramental seal on a single day--all involved
children from households where the mother took the initiative in church
membership. And while not exclusively the preserve of old churched
families, multiple baptism in the early 1660's was most characteristic
of them.43
The covenantings of 1660 may help us to see the larger importance
of these trends. During the first three months of the year, the only
rituals we know of were three baptisms which took place in February.
But in the spring, two successive Sabbath services incorporated quite
extensive covenanting ceremonies. On April 29th seven adults were
admitted to full communion. Benjamin Buncker, son of the Antinomian
sympathizer and major landowner, was a young candidate for the ministry
and the only unmarried member of the company; Anna Wilson was a young
wife about whom little else is known besides her church membership.44
All the other covenanters of that day were married folk preparing to
bring children to baptism; all were from families already affiliated
with the church.
Family tradition clearly played a part in how these second-
generation households became a part of the church fellowship. This was
true in the forms of church membership which they adopted. As in the
43In 1660, 17 families were involved in baptismal rituals; 5 of them
(29.41%) brought 2 or more children to the sacrament; 4 of these were
second-generation households. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record Book of the First Church," NEl:iGE. 25
(1871), 341-42; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
44"Record Book of the First Church," NE.H..G.E. 25 (1871), 148; Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 150-51.
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1650's, when only one spouse was a "child of the covenant," household
membership tended to reflect the source of the covenantal legacy,
whether patrilineal or matrilineal.45 Thus Thomas Rand and his wife, a
newcomer to Charlestown, co-covenanted while Ruhamah Johnson Knight,
whose parents had joined the church in 1635, preceded her husband in
membership. 46 The two households in which ~ spouses had family
covenantal legacies are particularly interesting. The Thomas Jenners
and the John Longs were second-generation households in which both
spouses eventually became communicants. Yet the wives were in full
communion at Charlestown First for more than twenty years before their
husbands joined them in membership. How Rebecca Trerice Jenner and
Abigail Norton Long came to be agents of covenant renewal for their
households can be explained at least in part by the institutional
experiences of their own families in the first generation. In Rebecca's
case, both her mother and mother-in-law (but neither her father nor her
father-in-law) were church members. While Abigail's in-laws had co-
covenanted, her own family, the more prominent of the two, had been
established in church covenant when her mother joined the church several
years ahead of her father. In these cases female initiative in second-
generation church membership was following a precedent set by the first
generation.47
A close association between parental admission and infant baptism
was also a matter of family tradition for many second-generation
4SSee Chap. III.
46Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; w~an,
Genealogies and Estates, I, 555; II, 590-91, 783.
47RecQrds of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealoqies and Estates, I, 551; II, 626, 710, 952.
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households.48 Thomas and Sarah Rand had their first child baptized only
a week after their admission, but like Thomas' parents, they brought
their children to the sacrament one at a time. In two other cases, the
first- and second-generation households had in common the near
coincidence of admission and baptismal rituals. Rebecca Jenner's mother
had joined the church alone in 1639 so they she might have a child
baptized. This family "memory" must have enriched and enlarged the
meaning of Rebecca's own experience two decades later as she covenanted
before her own children's baptism.49
In the end, it is difficult to convey in words the depth and
intensity of covenantal symbolism read into these otherwise prosaic
events in church life. Abigail Norton, Rebecca Jenner, and Ruhamah
Knight subscribed to the church covenant one Sabbath afternoon; a week
later they were before the assembly again, this time with eight
children, ages one-and-a-half to four-and-a-half years, at their skirts.
Ruhamah Knight had herself been baptized in the 1630's a week after her
parents co-covenanted; now her covenanting opened the way to the baptism
of her three children and prepared for the birth and baptism of a fourth
child later that year.50 Knowing them, the congregation could not fail
to set these admissions within a series of interdependent ecclesiastical
48The only exception was Abigail Norton Long. Her in-laws had a child
baptized ten months after their admission to the church, but her own
parents arrived in New England already past their child-bearing years--
Francis Norton was 58 years old when he joined the church in the early
1640' s. "Record Book of the First Church," NE.H.GB. 25 (1871), .149;
Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Wyman,
GenealoQies and Estates, II, 626, 710.
49"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 150; Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, GenealoQies and
Estates, I, 551; II, 952.
50"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 341; Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, GenealoQies and
Estates, I, 551, 555; II, 590-91, 626, 710, 952.
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rituals which confirmed the families in church covenant across three
generations.
The adoption of the half-way covenant, which William McLoughlin
sees as evidence of "the hardening crust of puritan formalism," may have
provoked a "pietistic reaction" among certain Charlestownians.51 By
late 1663 Thomas Gould was holding private meetings on the Sabbath where
he was soon joined by a handful of other residents.52 But a majority of
church members were settled upon the principles of 1662 and, in time,
would even begin to manifest these convictions in practice. In 1664,
even as Gould and his associates withdrew into separatism, a repentant
Baptist, excommunicated in 1643, was welcomed back into church
fellowship. Significantly, Stephen Foster's rededication took the form
of an affirmation of church covenant. "The Covenant of the church being
(for the summe of it) a solemn promise or engagement to walk with God, I
do now heartily approve of it and close with it ... ,,53
Charlestownians saw in the Synod's propositions a blending of
covenantal images already present in their public religious life. The
extension of baptismal principles presupposed a saintly lineage: most
second-generation households in fact held themselves to a stricter
51McLoughlin, New England Dissent, p. 56.
52Gould, Thomas Osburn, and Osburn's wife were excommunicated in July
1665, on the same day that their separatist church was to celebrate the
Lord's Supper together. Osburn had made it clear two weeks earlier "why
he would not hold communion with it [Charlestown First], vizt: because
of Infant Baptisme. 2. our allowing none but such as have humane
learning to be in the ministry 3. our severe dealing with those of a
contrary judgment from us & therefore said he should not come to the
church." "Record Book of the First Church," NEH.GB. 25 (1871), 133;
McLoughlin, New England pissent, I, 50-57, 77; Gura, A Glimpse of Sian'S
Glory, pp. 42-45.
53"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 11; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I, 354.
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interpretation of this connection than the Synod required. Between 1664
and 1674, even after the Church reiterated its commitment to use the
'half-way' option, children of the covenant preferred to bring their own
children into formal church membership only when they themselves
qualified for full communion. In fact, even a majority of those who
"renewed covenant" in this period continued on to communicant status,
most within a few years' time.54
with the emergence of the second generation within the church,
baptism had gained increasing importance as a symbol of covenantal
continuity. The Synod then reinforced the notion that the sacrament
sealed a permanent and personal membership in the church55 and made the
federal covenant the focus of the ordinance. Those Charle.stownians who
pioneered the use of the half-way covenant in the late 1660's and early
1670's must have agreed that faithful agents of federal baptism need
only be 'professing' Christians. Nothing in the Synod's results
prevented "children of the covenant" from "owning the covenant" as a
statement of their own personal religious commitment. But for the
majority, adult renewal was one of two interrelated events in family
church covenanting. Most half-way covenanters had children baptized:
some brought several children to the sacrament.56 Since all half-way
covenanters between 1664 and 1674 had kin connections to Charlestown's
540f 8, 6 were later admitted to full communion; the median interval
between half-way covenanting and communicant membership was 4 years, but
one member proceeded into full communion within 14 months, while another
waited 11 years. Pope's concern for establishing a broad pattern
obscured the time-specific character of this relationship between
covenanting in 'lesser' and full communion. Records of the First Church
in Charlestown. pp. 40, 42, 242; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 324;
II, 625, 637-38, 706, 738, 952, 956, 1052.
55Holifield, The Covenant Sealed, pp. 172-73.
56"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 344; 26 (1872),
49, 53; Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 42, 247-48;
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 325; II, 625, 637-38, 738, 952, 1052.
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local elite, their actions were especially effective in solidifying a
connection between the new covenanting ritual and infant baptism.57
Once employed in earnest, the half-way covenant would draw many
more members of the community within the devotional circle of the New
England churches. But this would be an empty gesture unless the
institutional church itself underwent a revitalization. We have already
alluded to a demonstrable decline at mid-century not so much in the
piety of the second generation as in the instruments of piety given to
the puritan church. "At issue in 1662," Holifield has noted, "was the
nature of the church and its contribution to the order of salvation."58
In placing a new emphasis on baptismal promises, the Synod's
recommendations pressed home the church's obligation to nurture those
within the fold. Preeminent among the neglected means was church
discipline_. The Synod made subjection to the church part of the half-
way covenanting ritual; of equal importance was its contention that all
baptizands were under church watch and care.59 However attenuated their
relation to the covenant, baptized adults were still the institution's
responsibilty.
57For example, half-way covenanters included second-generation members
of the Davison, Long, Lynde, Nichols, and Sprague families whose fathers
ranked among the top 5% in the 1658 land divison and served as town
selectmen in the 1660's. Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL;
Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 152-55; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 325; II, 625, 637, 706, 738, 952, 956, 1052.
58Holifield, The Covenant Sealed, pp. 170-73.
59"Baptism leaves the baptized. .in a state of subjection to the
authoritative teaching of Christ's Ministers, and to the observation of
all his commandments, Mat. 28. 19, 20 and therefore in a state of
subjection unto Discipline. Elders are charged to take heed unto, and
to feed (i. e. both to teach and rule. .) all the flock or Church .
.Otherwise Irreligion and Apostacy would inevitably break into Churches,
and no Church-way left by Christ to prevent or heal the same; which
would bring many Church-members under that dreadful judgement of being
let alone in their wickedness. .. "See "Results of the Synod of
1662," in Walker, Creeds and Platforms, p. 326 [Proposition 3. 2].
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In the Charlestown church, the earliest recorded vote "past in
weighty cases" was in June of 1658 and involved the local Baptist,
Thomas Gould. We know from other sources, including Gould's own account
of a mid-1650's admonition, that the church had exercised its
disciplinary function on other occasions. Only after 1658 was church
discipline, it seems, formalized and 'publicized'. In the early 1660's
Charlestown's Baptist contingent monopolized church business. But by
the late 1660's and early 1670's Charlestown First was showing a new
vigilance in discovering errors and supplying correction to members of
the laity with more pedestrian kinds of nonconformity to the New England
Way.
Communicant members were subject to the same temptations as the
unchurched; moreover, failure to discipline them might lead to their
unworthy participation in the Lord's Supper. Thus Robert Chalkley, a
weaver in his mid-sixties and member of the church for over two decades,
was promptly admonished in the winter of 1670 for his "reviling
authority. ,,60 Joanna Davison, widow of the wealthy colonial agent and
merchant, Nicholas Davison, was admonished in January 1671, then
excommunicated in August 1673 for her "incorrigibleness in her·sin of
Drunkennesse.,,61 But many inhabitants who came under ecclesiastical
discipline in Charlestown were "of this church yet not in full
communion." These were not half-way covenanters who, as adults, had
publicly submitted to the church, but rather "children of the covenant"
whose baptism as infants alone identified them as subjects of
60"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 24 (1870), 136; Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, p. 247; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I, 197.
61"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 24 (1870), 136; Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, p. 247; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I, 283.
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ecclesiastical discipline. Such were not, the Synod of 1662 reminded
church elders, to be "~ alone in their wickedness." Deborah Norton
Hill, daughter of an eminent merchant and church member, was admonished
by the church in February 1669 for premarital sexual relations with her
husband-to-be, himself a "child of the covenant." The couple had
married in September 1668 and Deborah gave birth to their first child a
month later. It took Deborah another four and a half years to manifest
"repentance for that sin of hers." She and her husband may have seen
their covenantal bonds at Charlestown as purely ascriptive in character:
henceforth, she avoided scandal, but Deborah never sought public
affirmation of covenant or brought any children to baptism while living
in Charlestown.62
By the mid-1660's, Charlestownians were witnessing the passing of
the first generation. Only about a quarter of the church founders
remained, the majority of them women. In 1664 it was ordered that the
town's earliest records be put in order for posterity, and in 1667-1668
a new seating plan was devised for the meetinghouse.63 Combined with
the appearance of the third generation, the passing of the first must
-have heightened self-consciousness about carrying on the covenantal
legacy. The church encouraged the second generation to filial and
family piety by emphasizing both the benefits and obligations of their
baptismal vows.64 By actively disciplining those with any covenantal
association whatsoever, the church tried to gather its own unto itself.
62"Record Book of the First Church," NE..H.GB 24 (1870), 134, 136; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I, 499.
63Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL.
64Symmes (d.1671) had been preaching the virtues of infant baptism since
the late 1650's, ostensibly to convince local baptists of their errors.
"Record Book of the First Church," NE..H.GB 24 (1870), 9.
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Under these various influences, the spirituality of the second
generation slowly began to blossom. The number of households
established within full communion in the late 1660's was double that of
the early 1660's, and was only slightly fewer in the early 1670's.65
Both newcomer and second-generation households showed a strong
propensity to link admission and baptism--evidence that baptismal piety
of the kind we have described for the early 1660's was an important
stimulus to church renewal.66 Between 1665 and 1674, second-generation
saints, who had in large part been responsible for integrating the two
rituals in the past, became even more prominent in church rituals. Over
half of all admissions to Charlestown First in these years were of
"children of the covenant."67 Second-generation households within the
church accounted for almost two thirds (62.50%) of all households
established in church covenant in the late 1660's, and even a greater
proportion (71.43%) of those affiliated during the 1670's. And over
two-third of these households participated in both covenanting
rituals.68
65The number of households established in communion in the late 1660's
was 32, and was only slightly fewer in the early 1670's (28). Records
of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
660f households newly affiliated with the church in 1665-69, 66.67%
(8/12) were involved in family baptisms shortly after the parent's
admission; for households affiliated in 1670-74, the proportion was
62.50% (5/8). For second-generation households joining the church,
these figures were 65% (13/20) and 75% (15/20). Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; "Record Boook of the First Church,"
NEHGR 25(1871), 341-44; 26 (1872), 49-54, 153-54; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I and II, passim.
67Second-generation saints accounted for 50% (24/48) of the admissions
in 1665-69, and for 51.51% (23/43) of those admitted in 1670-74. In the
early 1670's, an additional 2.33% (1/43) of those admitted were third
generation church members. Records of the First Church in Charlestown.
pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates. I and II, passim.
6aln absolute numbers, 20 of 32 hous~holds affiliating in the late
1660's and 20 of 28 households affiliating in the early 1670's were
'persisting' ones. Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-
48.
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By the 1670's, patterns of church affiliation for second-generation
households had shifted decisively: for over two-thirds, only one spouse
was admitted to full communion. Even within Charlestown's old churched
families, then, couples were content to have a single adult admission
affirm the household's interest in the covenant of testified
believers.69 Taken in themselves, such ties seem highly attenuated
compared with the covenantal bonds of first-generation church members.
But for the second generation admission was a single strand intertwining
with others which bound their households firmly within church covenant.
Family relations had a covenantal character: this was never more
true than in the late seventeenth century. Little by little this fact
found greater ecclesiastical expression. Church admission records began
to identify women who joined the church by both their married and maiden
names, thus explicitly invoking the familial covenantal legacy as a
context for the church covenanting of the second generation.7o One in
every four second-generation households established within the church
between 1665 and 1674 were involved in multiple baptisms, a ritual in
which the seal of the covenant was applied less to individuals than to a
family's third generation.71 On several occasions, siblings of the
second generation were subscribing to the church covenant together.
Two years of special significance for second-generation saints,
1668 and 1670, warrant more detailed attention. In 1668, Charlestown
69In fact 45.00% (9/20) of all households churched in the late 1660's
and 60.00% (12/20) of those churched in the early 1670's had only the
wife in communion. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-
4; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
7oRecords of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
7lThat is, 16 of 40 households. "Record Book of the First Church,"
NEHGR 25 (1871), 344; 26 (1872), 49-54, 153-54; Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and
II, passim.
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First welcomed more covenanters than in any other single year since the
early 1630's: thirty-two individuals were admitted; almost two dozen
households affiliated themselves with the church. Most of these
households were second-generation church covenanters, and almost three-
quarters of them participated in both admission and baptismal ceremonies
that year. In 1668, multiple baptism, where several children of a
household were baptized together, was more common than family baptisms
involving a single infant.72
Second-generation saints--the children of church members--were
largely responsible for the lively calendar of covenanting rituals in
1668.73 They also invested public rituals with a particular symbolic
value. On March 22nd, for example, a family cluster dominated the
proceedings. Thomas White, who was married to a daughter of church
founders, Mary Frothingham, joined his in-laws Peter Frothingham, Mary
Lowden Frothingham, and Mary's brother, John Lowden, in subscribing to
the covenant. The following Sabbath second-generation representatives
of several old mercantile families were admitted into communion along
with John Lowden's wife, Sarah. At the same afternoon service, the
Frothinghams had their first-born baptized, the Lowdens had two children
baptized, and the Whites brought forward three children, ages six months
to three and a-half years, to receive the sacramental seal.74
In 1670, the number of new communicants remained high (25), but the
number of households establishing themselves within the church was much
72"Record Book of the First Church," NE.H.G.B. 26 (1872) 49-50; Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, p. 248.
73Admissions occurred on 22 Sabbaths in 1668. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown.
74"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR 26 (1872), 52; Records of the
First Church in Charlestown. p. 248; Wyman, Genealoqies and. Estates, I,
381; II, 633, 1015.
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lower (14) than in 1668. To a certain degree this reflects the large
number of 'second spouses' coming into communion in 1668, spouses who
were consolidating their households in covenant. Second-generation
households were even more prominent in church rituals. Over three-
quarters (78.57%) of the households affiliating with the church in 1670
were "of the church." Eight in ten (81.18%) second-generation
households admitted in 1670 were also involved in family baptism that
year.
By 1670, multiple baptisms were far less common than they had been
in 1668 or 1660, but the year opened with a fairly dramatic exception to
the rule. Samuel Pierce, son of two church members of the mid-1630's,
had been admitted at Charlestown First in early December; on the second
Sabbath in January 1670, eight Pierce children, ranging in age from one
to thirteen years, were baptized.75 In the spring and early summer,
groups of second-generation saints subscribed to the covenant together.
On April 3rd, Solomon Phipps and his wife joined another second-
generation couple from a well-known family, Samuel and Ruth Frothingham,
in co-covenanting. Samuel was, in fact, part of a larger family cluster
admitted that day which included Mary Frothingham (Thomas' wife), Joseph
and Hannah Fro·thingham Kettle, and Samuel Kettle, brother of Joseph. 76
Most second-generation households brought a single child to baptism; in
the case of Samuel and Ruth Frothingham, this covenanting clan
anticipated a birth which would take place eight months later.77
75"Record Book of the First Church," NEliGE. 26 (1872), 51; Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, p. 248; Wyman, Genea1o~ies and Estates, II,
756.
76"Record Book of the First Church," NEliGE. 26 (1872), 52; Records of the
First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates,
I, 381, 393; II, 574-75. 756, 1015.
77"Record Book of the First Church," NEliGE. 26 (1872), 51-52.
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Public covenanting rituals traditionally linked individuals or
households with the larger godly community. For these second-generation
Charlestownians, the ordinances were also an expression of familial
dedication, an ecclesiastical embodiment of bonds connecting kin between
and within generations. Confident of their membership in the federal
covenant, some clearly approached public rituals with a certain freedom,
awaiting a time when several family members might confirm covenantal
bonds together. The renaissance of baptismal piety in the 1660's and
early 1670's in Charlestown, however, also encouraged them to make adult
covenanting rituals more sensitive to an individual household's own
cycle of child-bearing.78
"Family" shaped the character of second-generation church
affiliation in still other ways. Historians of New England have
sometimes assumed that the second generation was expected to enter the
church much earlier than their parents had, and that their failure to do
so was a major cause of late seventeenth-century laments. But literary
evidence has suggested that the middle years were seen as the more
appropriate time for conversion,79 and in Charlestown the force of the
first generation's example was behind this notion. Judged against their
parents' experience, second-generation saints admitted in the 1660's and
early 1670's are impressive in two regards. They continued to seek, and
78Moran also makes this point without discussing its implications for
the use and meaning of rituals within the church: "where previously
conversion had often accompanied social disorientation, now in late
seventeenth century New England, it became geared to crucial
developmental changes in the life of the individual and the family: in
particular, betrothal, marriage, and then parenthood" ("Sisters in
Christ," p. 55).
790n this point see Moran, "Sisters in Christ," pp. 55-56; Ross W.
Beales, "In Search of the Historical Child: Miniature Adulthood and
Youth in Colonial New England," American Quarterly 27 (Qctober 1975),
esp. 386-87.
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satisfy the terms of, admission to full communion even though another
alternative was available (half-way covenanting), and some of their
parents had been admitted under less exacting, "professing" standards.
Moreover, while some members of the second generation allowed their
children to go unbaptized for several years, a surprising proportion of
second-generation saints in fact entered the church while relatively
young. Of twelve households admitted in 1668 for which such
intergenerational comparisons can be made, nine of the second-generation
members joined the church at younger ages than their parents had done.80
Of those second-generation households admitted in 1670, the majority
(71.43%) joined at older ages than their parents, but both generations
were remarkably youthful when admitted. The difference in median age
was slight: for the first generation, the median age was 25 years; for
the second generation, the median age was 27 years.81 With baptism a
more important ritual in the life of the church and of its families, the
normative age at admission was bound to drop, but we should not expect
that it would fall below the age at which young women and men were
marrying and beginning their own families. In this sense it can be said
that the second generation improved upon their godly inheritance.
80Second-generation saints who entered the church at ages younger than
their parents were Anna Carter Fowle, age 29; Sarah Tidd Long, age 32;
John Lowden, age 27; Sarah Davison Lynd, age 21; Hannah Cookery Long
Perkins, age 31; Mary Allen Ransford, age 24; and Mary Nowell Winslow,
age 25. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I, 17, 187, 283, 367; II, 574-75, 579, 625,
749, 825-26.
81Second-generation saints of 1670 who were younger at admissions than
their parents had been included Sarai Heman Elson, baptized and admitted
at age 28; and Samuel Frothingham, age 22. Those older than their
parents had been at admission were Elizabeth Phipps Roy age 27; Solomon
Phipps, age 25; Joseph Kettle, age 29; and Hannah Frothingham Kettle,
age 27; Samuel Kettle, age 27; and, finally, Rebecca Roe Long, age 44.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates. I, 334, 381; II, 574, 75; 579, 625, 749, 825,
826.
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As in the middle decades of the century, the origin of a family's
covenantal legacy, whether it was traced through the husband or the
wife, influenced how a second-generation household affiliated with the
church. Admission patterns of persisting families at Charlestown First
between 1660 and 1674 incorporated two different trends. In these
years, an even smaller proportion, about one-fourth, of second-
generation households claimed a covenantal legacy through the husband
alone, but an additional one-third had covenantal legacies through both
the husband and the wife. Whenever godly inheritance involved the male
line alone, it was reflected in the second generation adopting a form of
church aff1iation where males were not only involved, but took the
initiative in church membership. And since, in general, a male parent's
admission tended to be linked with a family baptism, covenantal sons
very often acted as covenanting fathers.82
In households where both spouses had family covenantal legacies,
maternal and paternal traditions seem to have exerted equally strong
influences on the church affiliation of the second generation. Far from
favoring identification with the husband's family, most of these second-
generation households were established in the church by wives who either
preceded their husbands in communion or joined alone. This is one more
piece of evidence which suggests how much local expectations about
church affiliation had changed. In over half of the second-generation
households admitted between 1660 and 1674 the wife either preceded her
husband in membership or was the household's sole communicant. Quite
82All second-generation households in which parents co-covenanted and in
which husbands preceded wives in communion, and two-thirds of those
households where only the husband joined, linked admission and baptismal
rituals. "Records of the First Church," llilliGB. 25 (1871), 341-44; 26
(1872), 49-54; Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
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unlike the late 1630's, this was a period in which women symbolized ~
the web of relations within which second-generation church members
wanted to understand their formal covenanting commitments.
Table 4.1 Membership Patterns of Second-Generation
Households Admitted at Charlestown First,
1660 - 1674, by Covenantal Legacy
Type of Membership husband's wife's both spouses
legacy only legacy only have legacy
Co-covenanters 38.46% 10.53% 23.53%
(n=5) (n=2) (n=4)
Husband first 15.38% 10.53% 11.76%
(n=2) (n=2) (n=2)
Wife first 7.69% 5.79% 17.65%
(n=l) (n=3) (n=3)
Husband only 17.69% 0.00% 11.76%
(n=l) (n=O) (n=2)
Wife only 30.77% 63.16% 35.29%
(n=4) (n=12) (n=6)
Total households 26.53% 38.78% 35.29%
(n=13) (n=19) (n=17)
Over a third of the second-generation households covenanting with
the church claimed a family covenantal legacy on the distaff side alone.
In all of these households, the "daughters of the covenant" became full
communicants in their own right; in fact, most were the sole
representative of their households in church fellowship. Such godly
women, faithfully embodying and bearing the covenantal promises, only
fortified a Charlestown tradition in which covenantal membership was
matrilineally defined.
After focussing so intently on second-generation church members, we
need to turn our attention to those families which became affiliated at
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Charlestown for the first time between 1660 and 1674. Newcomer
households made up over a third (37.18%) of all households churched in
this period. In some regards they had patterns of church affiliation
remarkably similar to those of second-generation families, but a smaller
proportion of newcomers had both spouses in communion.83 In the late
1660's and early 1670's, these households also displayed a strong
preference for linking adult admission with infant baptism.84 Clerical
pronouncements about the importance of the sacrament, reinforced in the
early 1660's by the example of Charlestown's best families, were being
taken to heart.
Newcomers fell under the influence of various local traditions.
Five of the six couples who co-covenanted were transferring membership
from other New England churches: they thus adopted a time-honored way
for newcomers to establish themselves within the community.8S But the
majority became associated with Charlestown First according to the
prevailing fashion of female membership. In over half of the newcomer
households wives joined alone, and the overwhelming majority (68.75%) of
these women brought unbaptized children along with them.86 When
83patterns of affiliation for newcomer households admitted 1660-74:
20.69% (6) co-covenanters, 13.79% (4) husband first, 3.45% (1) wife
first, 6.896% (2) husband only, 55.17% (16) wife only; (n=29).
Patterns of affiliation for second-generation households: 22.45% (11)
co-covenanting, 10.20% (5) husband first, 14.29% (7) wife first, 6.12%
(3) husband only, 46.94% (23) wife only; (n=49). Records of the First
Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
840f 78 households affiliated at Charlestown First between 1660-74, 29
were newcomers; in 15 of these households (50.72%), a family baptism
occurred shortly after the parental admission. The comparable rate for
second-generation households was 75.55% (37/49). Records of the First
Church in Charlestown. pp. 247-48.
8SRecords of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48. ~ee Chap. I
and II.
86In 11 of the 16 households in which only the wife became a full
communicant, baptism was linked with the admission. "Records of the
First Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 341-44; 26 (1872), 49-54, 153-54;
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 248.
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admitted to the church in 1673, Hannah Salter was a widow in her early
forties; she presented four children, the youngest six years and the
oldest sixteen, to be baptized.87 Some of these women had followed
their husbands to Charlestown. Abigail Chadwell came from Lynn with her
husband, a ship's carpenter, and joined the church along with her
daughter, Sussanah Goose, wife of a ship captain.88 Elizabeth Haines
Balcom, whose blacksmith husband was admitted as an inhabitant in 1665,
was the pregnant daughter of a Sudbury deacon.89 Hannah Hurry had ties,
through her mother's membership, with Boston First; she was admitted at
Charlestown and had three children baptized.90 Still other women had
kin on the peninsula, or married a Charlestownian but were the first to
establish the family in church covenant. Mary Upham Whittemore,
daughter of a Malden deacon, married a wheelwright and second-generation
Charlestownian. Her husband, like his parents before him, never joined
the church, but Mary did, and brought their four children to baptism in
the spring of 1671.91 Hailing from quite different backgrounds, these
women shared with some of Charlestown's oldest families a common
experience in church fellowship.
87"Record Book of the First Church," NEHGR. 26 (1872), 153; Records of
the First Church at Charlestown, p. 248; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates,
II, 842.
88"Record Book of the First Church," ~ 26 (1872), 50; Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, p. 248; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, I,
196, 422-23.
89""ReCord Book of the First Church," ~ 26 (1872), 51; Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, p. 248; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates,
I, 49, 452.
90"Record Book of the First Church," ~ 26 (1872), 49; Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, p. 248; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, I,
534.
91"Record Book of the First Church," ~ 26 (1872), 54; Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, p. 248; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, II,
1021-22.
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In the 1660's and 1670's, when its identity depended so much on
indigenous families, Charlestown First had a steady supply of new
recruits. Even those who remained outside the church reaped some of the
benefits of this more energetic ecclesiastical institution. As
observers of church rituals, all who attended the local church in some
sense participated in the ordinances of mutual communion. Church
rituals were in fact scheduled to make such involvement possible. On
September 1, 1667, for example, the church voted to discipline Jonathan
Lowden, Jr., eldest son of Sergeant John Lowden, a shipwright, and Mary
Cole Lowden, the daughter of church founders. John was accused of the
"scandal" of "striking the constable, & watchman late night when he was
inflamed with drink." The next week, the records tell us,
The Assembly, before the pronouncing of the blessings in
the afternoon, was acquainted with the public offence ...
he was called forth, & made confession of his sin:
Liberty was given by the eldership to the brethren to
object, if any of you had any thing materiall to say ....
And after a little further inquiry by some made; at
length it was again propounded to the brethren, that if
they did apprehend that of repentance to be held forth ...
that they would forgive him, & still confirm their love
towards him, their silence should be a testimony of their
consent: it past in the affirmative, nemine
contradicente: & so it was declared by the Eldership that
he was restored. 92
The Lowden mini-drama, in other words, was played out in full view of
the congregation. Disciplinary cases in Charlestown invariably had
their public resolution on Sabbath Day afternoons and, unlike in the
92Even the customary practice of affirming consent by silence helped to
include those outside the church in the consensus expressed; by
contrast, a voice or hand vote would have distinguishing voting church
members from non-members. Lowden was part of the Frothingham kin
cluster mentioned in admissions of 1668; he was admonished again for the.
same sin in 1674, and finally excommunicated in January 1675. "Records
of the First Church," NEHGR 24 (1870), 134, 136; 25 (1871), 62, l40;
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, II, 632-33.
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early decades of the church, after 1660 admissions and baptisms also
took place almost exclusively on the Sabbath.93 This regularization of
church rituals, and their incorporation within the regular worship
services of the assembly, made the ordinances accessible to the wider
community. Ideally, they would not only entertain, but instruct.
The church sometimes had the town's cooperation in its campaign to
inspire an interest in the covenant among all inhabitants. In 1666-
1667, after the town appointed a committee to conclude "of the way to
bring in HhaL may be sufficient to mayntaine ordinances Comfortable
amongst us," a general rate was established to support public worship.
Another committee seated all inhabitants in the meetinghouse.94 And
from 1666 on, town selectmen routinely assigned monitors for the three·
pews set aside for youths under fifteen years of age. "Do your utmost,"
the selectmen charged the 1674 group,
that all Children & Youth that are under age may be as
much within your inspection as the Convenience of Seates
will admit of; Not permitting them to scatter up & down
in obscure places, ... Your faithfull attendance hereunto
will doubtlesse be a service acceptable to God, & to your
Brethren.... We further desire your care to prevent the
disorderly running out of youth in time of publick
worship. 95
In such ways, all members of the "rising generation" came under a
measure of "watch and Care."
In the third quarter of the seventeenth century, Charlestown First
reaffirmed its dedication to the covenantal church order. If the
93All baptisms and 93.33% (42/45) of admission ceremonies between 1660-
74 took place on the Sabbath. "Records of the First Church," NEliGB. 24
(1870), 10-12, 133-136; NEHGR 25 (1871), 341-44; 26 (1872), 49-54;
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-4~.
94Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL; Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, p. 159.
95Charlestown Town Records, Reel #192, BPL.
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-sectarianism of the late 1630's was waning, Charlestownians' patterns of
church affiliation now expressed a better appreciation for the Abrahamic
covenant as the foundation of familial and institutional covenantal
bonds. When Zechariah Symmes died in 1671, the pastorate was passed to
Thomas Shepard, Jr., a second-generation minister whose own father had
championed the notion of the federal covenant. In the 1660's and
1670's, the Charlestown Church "proposed to particular persons for their
consent" a church covenant which epitomized this new emphasis in church
relations. "You doe avouch the only true God [father. Son. & Holy
Ghost] to be your God according to the tenour of the Covenant of his
grace, Wherein he promiseth to be a God to the faithfull & their seed
after them in their generations, & taketh them to be his people."96
Charlestownians both within and without the church welcomed a
renewed concern for the instituted ordinances as means of grace. But
some clearly envisioned a more radical reorienting of the New England
Way. Public controversies over infant baptism and the half-way covenant
had not only troubled consciences but seemed to threaten the peace
needlessly. 97 Members of the town's mercantile elite had argued for
greater tolerance in the early 1640's'; in church dealings with Thomas
Gould two decades later they showed some impatience with an
ecclesiastical machinery bent on orthodoxy. Richard Russell complained
at a church meeting, "we have not gone the right way to gain this our
brother, for we have dealt too harshly with him." Solomon Phipps
offered, "You may clap one admonition on him upon another, but to what
end ... ?" Phipps earned a sharp rebuke from Rev. Symmes for making light
96Hunnewell, the editor, noted that the bracketed phrase was an addition
to the church records not in the younger Thomas Shepard's hand. Records
of the First Church in Charlestown.
97McLoughlin, New England Dissent, I, 46.
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of a Scripturally appointed defense against heresy. But others of the
laity apparently sympathized with Phipps' rejoinder: "It was a hard
matter to prove a heretic, for every error doth not make a man a
heretic. ,,98
In the year 1668 the disparate elements of Charlestown religious
life after the Restoration were displayed. The church welcomed more new
communicants than in any other year since the early 1630's; more
families participated in baptism than at any other time in the church's
history. Both bespoke a loyalty to the covenantal church among the
second generation. No one took advantage of the half-way covenant in
1668; but in hosting the (irregular) gathering of Boston Third, the
Charlestown Church lent obvious support to the cause of the 1662
Synod.99 The church had excommunicated its dissenters, and Thomas
Shepard participated in the public debates with the Baptists which took
place in the spring. 100 But by the autumn of 1668, the names of certain
important members of the Charlestown Church were to be found on a
petition to the General Court which pleaded the cause of their
imprisoned brethren. To see the suffering of Gould's family, the
petition read,
hath sadlie affected the hearts of many sober and serious
Christians, that in themselves neither approve of their
Judgments nor practice yet considering the men are
reputed godly, and civill, and peaceable in their
conversations, and the things wherein they differ being
circumstantiall and disputable among learned sober and
pious men. .NOw therefore that they may not be exposed
to sin or suffering for conscience sake, we most humbly
beseech this honored Court in their Christian mercy and
98Gould's account as quoted in Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p.
167.
99See Pope, The Half-way Covenant, pp. 152-61.
100Richard Russell, the Charlestown magistrate, and Rev. Symmes were
also present. McLoughlin, New En~land Dissent, p. 62.
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bo~[e]ls of Compassion, to pittie and release these poor
prlsoners whose suffereing cause ... [is] doubtfull to
maney, and grievous to sunderie of Gods people at home
and abroad ....
Here unflinchingly expressed was a remarkable notion--that "love and
Carnmu 'nlon among all saynts (which our dying lord soe weightilie charged
and earnestly prayed for)," was to be "preserved and practised." Such
talerance would tend to the greater "glory of God, the honour of the
gaspell , peace and welfare of the churches ...."lOl Should this catholic
interpretat'lon of Christian identity ever be acted upon, Charlestown
First would become a very different church indeed.
iOi----The 53 d Charlestownians, amongthem petitioners included at least a ozen such as Randoll
N' Pram' d n selectmenl.Chol l.nent church members an tow Phipps. The latter three
~ere s, James Carey James Haymen and solomo~ rmal apology, wherein it
~as dsummoned before' the court and offered a °d'SCountenance in suchesi f' d J'ust labstl.' red that the Court "alwayes In e the General Court, 2
o nat 't' n toCtOb e hereticall practices." petl lO . P tition to the General
C er 1668 ' 10' 221, eaUrt ' Massachusetts Archlves " 10' 223., 22 0 tts Archlves .ctober 1668, Massachuse
CHAPTER V
COVENANTAL KINSHIP
In Charlestown of the mid-1670's, the covenantal church had a sure
hold on the community and a loyal following among many members of the
'rising generation'. The half-way covenant had supported a more
traditional and exclusive notion of institutional bonds. But in
focusing attention on Christian profession it also encouraged a more
comprehensive interpretation of the church community. During the late
1660's and early 1670's some Char1estownians had already shown a
willingness to intermix these images in their use of public rituals and
involvement in ecclesiastical controversy. Certain Charlestown families
saw themselves as mediating a complex covenantal identity of which local
church membership was only a partial expression.
Between 1675 and 1700 the context of religious life changed
irrevocably as the late Stuart monarchs began to bridle the
Massachusetts Bay establishment. In the late 1680's Massachusetts Bay
watched Sir Edmund Andros, governor of the Dominion of New England,
flout her secular and ecclesiastic traditions. Both Baptist and
Anglican churches had appeared in Boston and been accorded a grudging
acceptance. After 1691 a new charter forced the Puritan colony to
accommodate to the exigencies of royal government, to a constriction of
her self-determination, and to toleration for all protestants.
Not all changes came from without. A "silent revolution" took
place within church polity: by the turn of the century, New England
1. F2
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Congregationalism embraced a stunning diversity of forms.1 Charlestown
First was transformed in its ecclesiastical structure and practice
during these decades. In Charlestown, the half-way covenant played
midwife to the new order.
Charlestown bustled in the last quarter of the seventeenth century.
The seaport economy shaped the town's occupational structure, social
rankings, and many details of community life. Since mid-century,
commercial prospects had attracted over a dozen new merchants and
seacaptains to the town from England and her colonial possessions, men
like Laurence Hammond who proved as shrewd in marriage alliances with
local elites as in their business dealings. Some second and third-
generation members of old artisan families had ascended to merchant
status.2 In fact, most Charlestownians' fortunes rose and fell
together: those not engaged directly in maritime commerce worked in
subsidiary industrial crafts or provided services for an expanding
populace. A good proportion of townspeople invested in the fleets
anchored in Bay harbors.3 After 1680 shipbuilding became so important a
concern as to prompt one anonymous Charlestownian to include the "Dry
Dock" in his short list of "Remarkable Providences.,,4
In their religious affairs, too, Charlestownians kept busy. In
1672 town carpenters, joiners, and housewrights enlarged the
meetinghouse; by 1675 new galleries hung on three sides of the interior,
each fitted with a pair of stairs to accommodate the men, women, and
IMorgan, Visible Saints, p. 145.
2Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 120-44.
3Bernard and Lotte Bailyn, Massachusetts Shipping 1697-1714: A
Statistical Study (Cambridge, MA, 1859), pp. 23, 26, 85, 87.
4Anon., Undated Mss, Correspondence #2, Frothingham Papers,
Massachusetts Historical Society [MHS].
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youth as they headed for their seats. The church continued to
discipline known offenders, calling proven drunkards and fornicators to
repentance. For those wh~ fell under civil penalty, other correctives
were on hand. By direction of the county court in 1677 the town
constructed a 12 foot square "cage" on the north side of the
meetinghouse where convicted Sabbath breakers were displayed on lecture
days. Across the square a whipping post awaited the stubbornly
unrepentant, including one Charlestown woman who had proclaimed, "she
had as live hear a cat mew as them [the ministers'] preach."s
In 1675, King Philip's War broke out. Charlestown dutifully
contributed £80, officers, and men for New England's campaign against
the Indians. Captain Hammond's enthusiasm was not shared by all: half
a dozen young men apparently alluded impressment by "skulking from place
to place.,,6 Refugees fled the interior and flowed into the coastal
towns seeking shelter in Charlestown homes and town ordinaries. One
adversity followed upon another. In 1677, as the war was winding down,
the New England colonies were hit by a major smallpox epidemic.
Hundreds of Charlestownians contracted the fever; the young pastor,
Thomas Shepard, Jr., was among the town's ninety-one fatalities.
7
Along with three other Bay area churches, Charlestown First
experienced an upsurge in admissions in 1675-1677. Robert pope, the
first historian to discover the coincidence, has suggested that the
crisis stimulated church membership generally and prompted several
churches in New England to begin using the half-way covenant.
S
As we
SCharlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL; Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, pp. 116, 187, 208-11.
6Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 179-80.
7Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p. 181.
8pope, The Half-way Covenant, pp. 279, 282-84, 286.
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learn more about local congregations, Pope's conclusions appear more
heuristic than definitive in character. In Charlestown, patterns of
institutional affiliation reflected myriad influences at work within the
church and the community, only some of which were specific to the crisis
of the mid-1670's.
The unique circumstances of the war years do seem to have elicited
a special hospitality from the church. Newcomers were received into
full communion in greater numbers, especially in 1677; they may even
have been accepted upon slightly different terms than permanent members
of the community.9 Zechariah Ferris joined the church in late January
1676, had a son baptized two weeks later, and left his pregnant wife to
head off to war. Elizabeth Vine, whose husband was impressed in 1675,
first appeared in Charlestown in 1676; the following year she joined the
church and had a daughter baptized. Two sisters newly-arrived from
Groton, one whose husband was impressed, also became part of the
Charlestown communion that same year.10 Still, those householders known
to be refugees from the frontier were only a fraction--perhaps one-
fifth--of the newcomers who took up church affiliation in Charlestown
between 1675 and 1677. Migration in and out of town by those involved
in maritime commerce and related trades was part of the rhythm of life
in a late-century port town. This kind of occupationally related
mobility probably was the more important source of new communicant
households in the mid-1670's.11 Church membership may have been offered
to transient households primarily to satisfy those parents--especially
9Records of the First Church in Charlestown. p. 249.
lORecords of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 249; "Record Book of
the First Church," NEHGR 26 (~872), 154-56; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 344; II, 614, 932, 982.
llCrandall, "New England's Second. Great Migration," 359-60; Crandall,
"New England's Haven Port," pp. 159-61.
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mothers--who wanted to claim access to covenantal seals for their
children.
For families already 'churched' elsewhere, baptism was available in
Charlestown without any formal transferral of membership. Families were
first granted this privilege in the early 1660's; in 1676 several
households displaced by the war were accommodated, among them Moses
Newton's family from Marlborough, Nathaniel and Mercy Wade of Andover,
and the Allens of Lancaster.12 Such an extension of baptism was
consistent with current congregational protocol. According to the Synod
of 1662, "the members of Orthodox Churches, being sound in the Faith and
not scandalous in life, and presenting due testimony thereof; these
occasionally coming from one Church to another, may have their children
baptized in the church whither they come .... ,,13 Charlestownians
tended to put a finer point on the principle of communion of churches.
Most folks who gained access to baptism in 1675-1677 already had some
kind of familial interest in the particular church covenant. Nathaniel
Wade was the son of merchant Jonathan Wade and his wife, inhabitants and
co-covenanters of the early 1630's. Moses Newton's wife, nee Larkin,
was the daughter of members of the late 1630's and very likely was
herself baptized as an infant at Charlestown First.14 Even as the
Church responded to the needs of the day, it took care to preserve the
spiritual and social integrity of its institutional bonds.
12"Record Book of the First Church," NIlli.GB. 26 (1872), 156-57.
13" .but if they remove their habitation, they ought orderly to
covenant and subject themselves to the Government of Christ in the
church where they settle their abode, and so their Children to be
baptized." See, "Results of the Synod of 1662," in Walker, Creeds and
Platforms, p. 314.
14Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates. II, 599, 706; Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 249.
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In the end, the enthusiasm for church affiliation evidenced in
admission figures of the mid-1670's must be understood as an extension
of that larger cycle of generational renewal begun in the late 1660's
and early 1670's. This is especially true of the years 1675-167~.
Three-quarters of all households established in full communion during
these years contained second or third-generation members at Charlestown.
Most of these households also took this opportunity to have children
baptized.IS Five other "children of the covenant" who renewed their
baptismal bonds in these years are not without interest in their own
right. In mid-April 1676, for example, the renewers included Elizabeth
Allin Heman, daughter of a prospering and godly merchant, and Mercy
Crouch Goodwin, daughter and sister to excommunicated members and
daughter-in-law to Christopher, the demonstrative Baptist.16 Yet, in
the Charlestown calendar of church rituals these half-way covenanters
seem overwhelmed by the many families who came forward for baptism and
admission in full communion. Spring of 1676 was an especially lively
season in the church: almost two dozen households, the vast majority
representing "old church families," were involved in admissions and
baptisms. The rituals were part of the afternoon service on fourteen
consecutive Sabbaths.17
The admission 'revival' of 1675-1677 was important for Charlestown
First. One in five households with formal ties to the church in 1677
lSProportion of household admissions which included second or third-
generation saints: 75% (18/24). Proportion of these households in
which parental admission was linked to a family baptism: 72.22% (13/18).
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 249; "Record Book of the
First Church," NEHGR 26 (1872), 154-57.
16Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 42; Wyman, Genealogies
and Est ate s, I, 17, 25, 415 , 489 .
17Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 249;· "Record Book of
the First Church," NEHGR 26 (1872), 155-56.
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had established themselves in fellowship during the preceding three
years.IS But these admissions represented the crest of an earlier
admissions wave. Almost. half of the households in the church in 1677
had covenanted in the period 1660-1674.19 These patterns help call
attention to the complex social make-up of the church body by 1677. On
the one hand, longevity of first-generation members insured the
persistence both of old folks and of old traditions of church
affiliation into the final quarter of the seventeenth century in
Charlestown. Four of every ten households affiliated with the church in
1677 had both spouses in communion. Yet female preponderance in new
admissions since mid-century was having an effect. In 1658 about one in
three churched households had been tied to the church through the wife's
membership alone. Twenty years later, this proportion was approaching
one in two.
Table 5.1 Church Affiliation of Charlestown Households,
1658 and 1677
Type of 1658 1677
Membership % of churched % of churched
Husband only 15.89% 12.88%
(n=17) (n=17)
Wife only 31. 78% 46.21%(n=34) (n=61)
Both spouses 52.34% 40.91%(n=56) (n=54)
18A tythingman list for 1677 naming 228 households in Charlestown (and
an additional 27 households in the districts of Stoneham, Malden, and
Chelsea) is reproduced in Frothingham (Histor~ of Charlestown, pp. 182-
84). Of the 228, 220 can be identified in church, town, and
genealogical records. The 14 households headed by widows are treated
separately from the others. Of the 132 households affiliated with the
church, 25 (18.94%) had covenanted between 1675 and 1677. Records of
the First Church in Charlestown. p. 249.
190f the 132 households affiliated with the church in 1677, 57 (43.18%)
had covenanted between 1660 and 1674. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, p. 249; Frothingham, Histor~ of Charlestown, pp. 182-84.
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Surely some contemporaries bewailed the declining proportion of
households with both spouses in full church membership. Yet by 1677
one-communicant households had been the trend in church admissions for
most of three decades. Judged by the expectations of the day, and by
Charlestown's larger institutional history, the degree to which the
local church incorporated the community in 1677 was quite remarkable.
In 1677, almost two-thirds of all town households were affiliated with
the church. Charlestown First had more extended ties within the
community in 1677 than it had in either the late 1650's or in the
founding decade taken as a whole.20
In this sense a culmination, the years 1675 to 1677 can also be
seen as a turning-point in the life of the church. After 1675
Charlestownians covenanted in lesser communion both more frequently and
with greater regularity. As many people "owned the covenant" in 1677
alone as had used the half-way covenant option in all the years since
the church's affirmation of the Synod's results.21 This change, we now
know, came about during a period of spiritual vitality in the church.
Charlestownians did not resort to the half-way covenant as a remedy for
flagging membership. Indeed, their covenanting in lesser communion,
like their covenanting in full communion in these years, is evidence of
community renewal.
20proportion of resident households affiliated with the church: 53.50%
(107/211) in 1658 and 64.08% (132/206) in 1677. To the 1677 group ,9
households headed by widows (9/14) could be added for an overall
proportion of 64.09% (141/220). Some 30 households resident but outside
the church in 1677 later affiliated with the church. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, p. 248-49; Frothingham, History of
Charlestown, pp. 182-84.
21Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 40, 42.
170
.
For individuals and communities, spiritual renewal is an experience
always recorded imperfectly in the annals of the institutional church.
We should expect the Spirit's enlivening influence to be manifested in
myriad aspects of a community's devotional life: in frequent and
fervent secret devotions; in an eagerness for the religious sociability
provided by impromptu or regular gatherings of Christians in family and
neighborhood meetings; and, finally, in more affective and active
participation in the ordinances of the church. In 1677, such a spirit
apparently swept through Charlestown, leaving its trace in every
category of church membership. Covenanting rituals took place on
twenty-seven Sabbaths that year; on certain days in April, July, August
and the early autumn, new communicants, half-way covenanters, and
baptizands were welcomed together.22 Powerful statements of covenantal
dedication, these ceremonies also cast "owning the covenant" in a new
light. covenanting in lesser communion began to be fully integrated
into the ritual life of the church.
The half-way covenant found a new place in local covenanting
traditions in 1677 in large part because Charlestownians began to adapt
the ritual to their own purposes. As proposed in 1662 and adopted at
Charlestown First between 1664 and 1676, th~ half-way covenant offered a
way for "children of the covenant," the baptized offspring of
communicant parents, to affirm their Christian profession as adults and
thus to qualify their own children for baptism. All of this was
envisioned as occurring within the community defined by the particular
church covenant; half-way covenanting merely confirmed those already
within the fold. But in 1677, only one of eleven people "admitted in
22Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 40, 42, 249; "Record
Book of the First Church," NEHGR 26 (1872), 157, 58, 249.
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lesser communion" fit this description precisely. Between 1677 and
1698, Charlestown Church records listed half-way covenanters under two
different rubrics, those of "enterers" and "renewers." What these
categories of church affiliation signified cannot be deduced from any
church vote. The meaning of covenantal membership in Charlestown was
evolving by precedent: principles must be inferred from discrete case
histories.
While a traditional "renewer" in some respects, John Fosdick was
nevertheless quite unlike Charlestown's half-way covenanters of the late
1660's and early 1670's. Baptized in England and now in his late
forties, John was the son of Stephen Fosdick, the reformed Baptist.
During the period of his father's excommunication (1643 to 1664), John
may have felt at least ambivalent about, if not actually alienated from,
the local church. Whether for personal, spiritual, or doctrinal
reasons, he never took those steps necessary to secure baptism for his
own children. When he at last renewed covenant in 1677, six of his
children were baptized.23
The three oldest Fosdick children, ranging in age from eighteen to
twenty-four years, also "owned the covenant" that day. They were joined
in the ritual by another third-generation Charlestownian, Mary
Stowers.24 Since all in fact renewed covenant before being baptized, we
might reasonably wonder on what grounds they did so. The church
probably had two concerns in mind. Because they were of age, these
young people needed to profess a personal commitment, just as an
23Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 42; NEHGB 26 (1872),
157; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 355.
24Records of the First Church in Charlestown. p. 42; "Records of the
First Church," NEHGR 26 (1872), 157; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, II,
911-12.
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unbaptized saint would be required to testify before being baptized.
But because they possessed an interest in the covenant inherited through
their f~milies, they were not considered 'enterers into' but rather
'renewers of' the church covenant. Renewers of covenant even though
John Fosdick had reaffirmed his covenantal status a few minutes earlier
and despite the fact that Mary Stower's father had died in her infancy
"not having renewed covenant" at all, leaving her dependent upon her
grandparents' status as church founders.25
In these cases, Charlestownians applied conventional principles of
half-way covenanting unconventionally. Perhaps as an attempt to remain
loyal to the spirit of the Synod's results, the Charlestown Church
stretched the qualifications for covenanting in lesser communion and
permitted a novel use of the ritual as a prelude to personal baptism.
Broadly speaking, the Fosdicks and Stowers satisfied the synodic~l
expectation that half-way covenanters would be of saintly lineage. So
too, the Synod had provided for the baptism of children in that rare
case, like Mary's, when reputedly godly parents were prevented from
public covenanting.26 Yet it seems unlikely that the Synod envisioned
the peculiar company of renewers who came forward in Charlestown in
l677--a man approaching fifty, an 'orphaned' girl unbaptized at sixteen,
and the Fosdick trio who covenanted before long-overdue baptisms.
Charlestown's "enterers into covenant" in 1677 reveal other popular
assumptions about the ritual of half-way covenanting. The covenant
"renewed" in Charlestown was a particular church covenant: persons
25Records of the First Church in Charlestown. p. 42.
26Those "inevitably hindred from publick acting as aforesaid, yet have
given the Church cause, in judgment of charity, to look on them as so
qualified," might have their children baptized. See, "Results of the
Synod of 1662" in Walker, Creeds and Platforms, p. 314 [Proposition 6].
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baptized in other churches qualified for covenanting in lesser
communion, but only as "enterers," not as "renewers." And yet some
people who entered covenant in 1677 did so as a pre-condition of their
own baptism.27 Why did a church so clearly concerned with the integrity
of the particular church open the ritual to these outsiders at all?
Katherine Anderson, from Stonington, Connecticut, and Lydia Hale,
from Sudbury, Massachusetts, had been baptized in their home towns.
That Katherine and Lydia were invited to enter covenant and have their
children baptized was only partially explained by the principle of
communion of churches. Katherine was the wife of sea captain David
Anderson and thus related by marriage to such notable church families as
the Thomas Shepards and the Joseph and Thomas Lynds. Lydia was married
to the son of Robert and Joanna Hale: the child she had baptized was
the granddaughter of church founders and a church deacon.28 While
"enterers into covenant" because of their own origins, these women
nevertheless possessed important family ties with the Charlestown church
body. Such familial associations also characterized the other enterers
into covenant. On April 15, 1677, the same day on which John Fosdick
and his children renewed covenant, a Mary Branson entered covenant and
was baptized. Church records identify Mary as Fosdick's daughter-in-
law; genealogical records indicate that Mary was his step-daughter.29
Since neither of her natural parents was a church member, Mary could not
27Records of the First Church in Charlestown. p. 40; "Record Book of the
First Church," NE.lliill 26 (1872), 157.
28Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 40, 247-49; "Record
Book of the First Church," NE.lliill 26 (1872), 158, 249; Wyman, Genealogies
and Estates, I, 21, 454; II, 815.
29Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 40, 247-49; "Record
Book of the First Church, " NEliGB 26 (1872), 157; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates. I, 355.
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join her step-siblings as a renewer. Yet her place within a church
family opened the way to her own covenanting and baptism.
The remaining enterers into covenant of 1677 offer an intriguing
variation on this familiar theme. Hannah George, Mary George, and John
George were the second generation of an unchurched Charlestown family.
In 1673, Hannah married James Miller, son of a Charlestown church
member; in 1676, James was himself admitted to full communion. By 1677,
one suspects, Hannah had matured greatly as a Christian: her marriage
allied her with a godly family; in her own households she would have
experienced the benefits of spiritual companionship with one's spouse.
When she entered covenant and was baptized in 1677, Hannah's personal
and familial qualifications for church membership were inextricably
related. She, in turn, may have guided and nurtured the religious
commitment of her younger siblings. Mary entered covenant and was
baptized the same day as her sister; four months later, brother John
followed suit.30
Between 1675 and 1677 churched families continued to supply a
healthy proportion of Charlestown's new communicants and new baptizands.
In a time of general spiritual renewal, second-generation saints
probably spurred other children of the covenant to consider a public
affirmation of their bonds. In these years the numbers of half-way
covenanters remained small. But those who came into the church in
lesser communion were helping to reorient the ritual. In 1677 "owning
the covenant" won a new respectability as an alternative mode of
Christian profession. It also became the instrument of a new and
30Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 40, 42, 247-49;
"Record Book of the First Church," NE.HGR 26 (1872), 158; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I 404-05; II, 668.
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carefully qualified comprehensiveness in the Charlestown Church. In
1662 a tribalistic spirit had prompted a synod to derive the subjects of
half-way covenanting and baptism from the genealogies of the testified
saints. Fifteen years later, Charlestownians reinterpreted the ritual
so that it might better 'seal' the covenantal legacy of those they
identified as the town's godly families.
In 1678 and 1679, public membership rituals ceased for a time as
the Charlestown Church tried to settle a new ministry. Disagreements
arose in the church, ostensibly over issues of protocol. Beneath the
surface, however, lay competing loyalties to the two favorite sons under
consideration.31 Daniel Russell (1646-1679; Harvard 1669), the elder of
the two candidates, was the son of the late Richard Russell and younger
brother to Hon. James Russell, himself a respected merchant, provincial
officer, and member of "the church's "calling" committee. Thomas Shepard
(1658-85; Harvard 1676) was third in a line of distinguished New England
divines and son of the late Charlestown pastor.32 Events ultimately
favored those who wanted to give young Shepard priority in the pulpit:
both men were called, but Russell passed away in 1679. Shepard,
ordained in 1680 at the tender age of twenty-two, also met a premature
death within a very few years. He thus lacked the opportunity given to
his father and grandfather to leave a distinctive mark on the church.
Church admissions of the early 1680's brought as many new members
into fellowship in Charlestown as had joined between 1675 and 1677. But
a smaller proportion of those admitted hailed from families already
31"A Brief Narrative of some of the most considerable Passages of this
Church, and their several Committees," Massachusetts Historical Society,
Collections, 3rd. Ser., I (1846), 248-64.
32Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, II, 829-31, 859-60.
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churched: less than one-third of the individuals admitted were second
or third generation saints,33 and only about four in ten households
established in church covenant had a history of family affiliation with
the local church.34 Yet whether initiating or persisting in church
bonds, households admitted in the early 1680's chose the singular form
of spousal membership. In over three-quarters of the households
admitted only one parent was a full member of the church, and in about
three-fifths the wife alone became a communicant.35 In both familiar
and new church families--though especially in the former group--parents
took on formal church ties in anticipation of a family baptism.36 These
new members added further to an already enlarged pool of baptizing
families within the community. The number of households involved in
baptism in the early 1680's ranged from three to five dozen each year.37
33Proportion of admissions to full communion accounted for by children
of the covenant: 50% (24/48) in 1665-69, 53.84% (23/43) in 1670-74,
46.15% (24/52) in 1675-77, 31.38% (16/51) in 1680-84. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 248-50; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim.
34Proportion of household admissions accounted for by households
containing second or third-generation saints: 62.50% (20/32) in 1665-
69; 71.43% (20/28) in 1670-74; 61.54% (24/39) in 1675-77; 44.44% (16/36)
in 1680-84. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 248-50;
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
35Patterns of household admissions in 1680-84: 5.55% (2) co-
covenanters, 11.11% (4) husband first, 5.55% (2) wife first, 13.89 % (5)
husband only, 63.88% (23) wife only; (n=36). Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 248-50.
36For all households admitted the linkage between admission and baptism
was higher in 1680-84 (66.67%; 24/36) than it had been in 1675-77
(56.41%; 22/39), and thus more like the levels of the late 1660's
(65.63%; 21/32) and the early 1670's (71.43%; 20/28). For households
containing second or third-generation saints the incidence of linkage in
the early 1680's was 75% (12/16); for newcomer households, 60% (12/20).
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 248-50; "Record Book of
the First Church," ~ 26 (1872), 249-53; 27 (1873), 140-42; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
37Number of households ~nvolved in baptism: 46 (1680), 64 (1681), 33
(1682), 43 (1683), 37 (1684). Previous highs had been 33 (1668), 38
(1670) 45 (1676) and 53 (1677). "Record Book of the First Church,"
NEHGR 26 (1872), 49-52, 157-58, 249-53; 27 (1873), 140-42.
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Thus many families whose names were absent from church admission lists
were still active participants in the ritual life of the church.
If Charlestown's old churched families were well-represented in
baptisms but slightly less so in admissions to full communion, they were
appearing as half-way covenanters in even greater numbers. In 1675-1677
over twice as many "children of the covenant" had been admitted to full
communion as had renewed covenant. But between 1680 and 1684 this
relationship was reversed: sixteen second or third-generation saints
became full members whereas twenty-seven renewed their baptismal vows
and were accepted in lesser communion. The half-way covenant made it
possible for some three dozen individuals to take up church membership
by either entering into or renewing covenant.38
At Charlestown First the decade opened in a fairly unremarkable
way. New admissions were few in 1680: a group of seven including four
transfers from other churches.39 The renewers of covenant were a
traditional lot who utilized the ritual for traditional purposes.40
These were young men from known and respected church families. John
Cutler, Jr., was the son of a church deacon; Nathaniel Cary's father was
of the church and mercantile elite; Jacob Green's grandfather had served
as ruling elder for much of the town's first three decades. All had
children baptized within a week of their own covenant renewals, and like
the first half-way covenanters of the 1660's, they eventually proceeded
38The number of second or third-generation saints joining the church was
24 in 1675-77 and 16 in 1680-84; the number of renewers of covenant was
10 in 1675-77 and 27 in 1680-84. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 49-50, 249-50.
39The group was filled out by three parents who together brought half a
dozen children to baptism. Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
p. 250; "Record Book of the First Church," NEliGR 26 (1872), 249-50.
40Two of three had both parents and grandparents in full communion.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 42, 247-48.
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to full communicant status.41 In this, the first year of Shepard's
ministry, equilibrium, not experimentation, characterized church
rituals.
In the larger history of the Massachusetts Bay churches, however,
1680 served as something of a touchstone.
~- -The Reforming Synod (1679-80)
challenged New Englanders to uphold the faith of their fathers by
fors~king vanity and vainglory, applying ecclesiastical discipline,
attending to family duties, and engaging in mass renewal of covenantal
bonds within the churches. I have argued earlier that Charlestownians
anticipated these provincial pronouncements. The community experienced
a baptismal renaissance in the late 1650's and early 1660's; church
discipline was revitalized between 1660 and 1675. And in 1677,
tythingmen were appointed locally to oversee the moral behavior of the
townspeople and to encourage faithfulness in religious instruction
within households. No evidence exists to suggest that Charlestown First
engaged in a clerically orchestrated "mass renewal" such as that which
occurred in Mather's Boston Second and Samuel willard's Boston Third.42
But something of importance was underway: in the 1680's, Charlestown
entered a distinctive phase in family and community renewal.
Covenanting rituals of all kinds mushroomed in 1681. Just less
than half of all admissions to full communion in the early 1680's took
place in this one year. Two dozen individuals joined the church as full
communicants, and over five dozen families had children baptized.43 As
41Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 42, 250; Wyman,
GenealoQies and Estates, I, 176-77, 254-55, 435-36.
42Boston Second renewed covenant in March 1680 and Boston Third renewed
covenant June 29, 1680. See Increase Mather, Returning unto God ... A
Sermon Preached to the Second Church (Boston, 1680); Samuel willard,
Coyenant-KeepinQ (Boston, 1682).
43Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p~ 250; "Record Book of
the First Church," NE.lliill 26 (1872), 251-53.
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a group those admitted to full communion were more settled than their
counterparts of 1668 or the mid-1670's--all were married and their
median age was higher.44 A smaller proportion of the households
establishing themselves in communion already had family ties to the
church. But in four-fifths of these "persisting" households, two
generations were covenanting together in 1681, one in full communion and
the other in baptism.45
The half-way covenanters of 1681 were socially and visually
distinctive. Women made up a higher proportion of half-way covenanters
than they did of new communicants.46 Over half of those "owning the
covenant" were single, and their median ages were lower--in the early
twenties for the women and the mid-twenties for the men.47 While these
characteristics set half-way covenanters apart from those admitted to
full communion, they were common to hal~-way covenanters of both 1677
44Median age for men was 40 yrs. (4/8 known); median age for women was
33.5 yrs. (4/16 known). In 1668 the respective medians were 32 yrs. and
29 yrs.; in 1670, 29.5 yrs. and 30 yrs.; in 1677, 29 yrs. and 23 yrs.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown. pp. 249-50; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
45Second or third-generation households accounted for 38.89% (7/18) of
all household admissions in 1681; in 85.71% (6/7) of these households,
admissions were linked with a baptism. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, p. 250; "Record Book of the First Church," NElliili 26(1872),
251-53.
46Women made up 66.67% (16/24) of all admissions to full communion in
1681 and 76.47% (13/17) of all half-way covenanters. For half-way
covenanters, all enterers were women (6/6), and 63.67% (7/11) of the
renewers were women. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
40, 42, 250.
470f 11 renewers, 6 were single (54.54%); of 6 enterers, 3 were single
(50%). Median age for women enterers was 26.5 yrs. (50% known); median
age for male renewers was 26.5 yrs., and for women renewers was 20.5
yrs. (50% known). Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 40,
42; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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and 1681.48 And as in the earlier spiritual renewal, "owning the
covenant" was primarily a ritual connected with personal baptism. All
who entered covenant and almost three-quarters of those renewing
covenant in 1681 were baptized the same day.49 By the early 1680's,
this particular use of the half-way covenanting ritual was becoming an
accepted convention.
In 1681 Charlestownians continued to show flexibility in
interpreting standards for half-way covenanting. Mary Robinson Greene,
of Roxbury, Scituate and Boston, renewed covenant in late March, a month
before her third child was baptized. Mary was the wife of ship captain
Jacob Greene, Jr., one of the renewers of 1680. Baptized outside of
Charlestown, Mary would have been listed as an "enterer into covenant"
in 1677. By including her among the renewers in 1681 Charlestownians
were giving ecclesiastical expression to a tacit assumption about social
and spiritual relations. Mary had married into an old, churched family,
her husband had renewed covenant, and their second child had been
48In 1677, 4 of 5 renewers and 3 of 6 enterers were single, or 63.64% of
all half-way covenanters. The median age for female enterers was 22
yrs. (40% known); the median age for male renewers was 22 yrs. and for
female renewers was 20.5 yrs. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 40, 42; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
490f the 11 half-way covenanters of 1677, 8 (72.73%) were themselves
baptized the same day; in 1681, of 17 half-way covenanters, 14 (82.35%)
were themselves baptized. Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
pp. 40, 42; "Record Book of the First Church," NEliGB 26 (1872), 251-53.
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baptized.50 Mary seemed within the particular church covenant even
before her own formal covenanting with the church.
In 1681 the category of enterers into covenant also expanded. Of
the half-dozen who became members in lesser communion in this way, all
were women, and all were themselves baptized. Sarai Jamison's husband,
a tailor, was admitted to full communion at Charlestown, Sarai entered
covenant, and she and her child were baptized--all on the same day.
Sarai Soley, wife of a sea captain, had two children baptized with her
when she entered covenant, and her younger sister entered covenant a
month later. Three other single girls in their late teens and early
twenties also entered covenant this year. Two of the young women hailed
from Medford; the rest had husbands or fathers involved in maritime
commerce or crafts and had arrived on the peninsula fairly recently.51
In 1677, the first enterers into covenant had included only close kin of
local churched families. None of the enterers into covenant in 1681
carried these credentials. At least for some, half-way covenanting
became a ritual of initiation into the local church. Perhaps it even
marked these families' first affiliation with any institutional church
in New England.
50Mary's gender may have been important in determining whether she would
be accepted as a 'renewer' or asked to 'enter covenant' instead. As a
married woman, she was more easily subsumed under the tradition of
affiliation in her husband's family. In 1684, two brothers, Eleazer and
Thomas Phillips of Boston, entered covenant at Charlestown on the same
day that their wives renewed covenant. The wives were daughters of
mariner Wiliiam Foster, an early member of the church; both had been
baptized as infants in Charlestown. Even had the women preceded their
husbands in church affiliation, it seems doubtful that the Phillips
brothers would have been invited to renew covenant as Mary Green was.
Records of the First Church at Charlestown, pp. 40, 42; "Record Book of
the First Church," l::l:E.lliill 26 (1872), 251-53; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 362, 436; II, 743, 745.
51Records of the First Church at Charlestown, pp. 40, 42, 250; "Record
Book of the First Church," 26 (1871), 251-53; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 88, 115, 175, 548; II, 731, 882-83.
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We have been tracing the evolution of a particular kind of church
relation, that of "admission in lesser communion." A decade after the
Charlestown Church accepted the Synod's propositions it introduced a
distinction in church records. Yet the criteria Charlestownians used in
identifying 'renewers' and 'enterers' was not self-evident given the
nature of the 1662 decisions; nor did the Church ever define its own
categories. In fact, who was considered a 'renewer' and who an
'enterer' clearly changed over time in Charlestown. Most studies of the
late seventeenth-century churches have not prepared historians to expect
such ambiguity in this apparently simple church category. However
confusing Charlestownians' practice may look as a result, there was
method in their madness. A complicated yet coherent 'logic' guided
their use of the half-way covenanting option.
The half-way covenant had been designed as the preserve of old
churched families. This was how Charlestownians understood the ritual
of "renewal" throughout the 1670's and 1680's. But Charlestownians
thought of a family's covenantal identity as something larger than--even
other than--the sum of its formal ties with the covenantal church.
Church membership in the particular church mattered in myriad ways. But
the puritans' covenant theology, early New England ecclesiology, and
generations of experience in the devotional tradition of English dissent
all affirmed the fundamentally extra-ecclesiastical nature of covenant
bonds. By the final third of the seventeenth century, Charlestownians
were accustomed to cultivating and celebrating a covenantal identity
whose locus and agency of transmission was the family. In the final
third of the century, they began to redefine the institutional church so
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that it conformed more closely to this basic fact of social and
religious experience.
Developments in church polity were of more than theoretical
importance to the Charlestown community. Folks who qualified as
renewers were already recognized informally as possessing a special
familial interest in the covenant, and church rituals further validated
this claim. In practice, the communal standards which governed the
ritual's use accommodated and thus legitimized a wide variety of family
experiences. Most renewers of the late 1670's and early 1680's were
second-generation "children of the covenant,,,52 but many had not been
baptized ~ children. Others, like John Fosdick in 1677 and John Newell
in 1681, were bapt.Lzed as infants but were middle-aged when they renewed
covenant.53 Their examples suggest that, between 1675 and 1685, the
church began to reach another tier of the second generation: those who,
without a professing ritual like covenant renewal, might have neglected
church affiliation a1together.54 By the early 1680's, covenant renewal
also began to attract members of the third generation. These
Charlestownians were confirming their church affiliation at ages far
younger than had either their parents or their peers who waited until
520f the renewers of covenant in 1680-84, 72.22% (13/18) were second
generation, 22.22% (4/18) were third generation and 5.56% (1/18) were
fourth generation members within the church. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown. pp. 42; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
53Newall, a cooper, was 47 years old when he renewed covenant; his wife
Hannah was admitted into full communion the same day; and 4 children,
the oldest 16 years of age, were baptized. Records of the First Church
in Charlestown, pp. 42, 250; "Record Book of the First Church," NElliill 26
(1872), 252; Wyman, Geneaolgies and Estates, II, 698.
54Consider, for example, how long ago the preceding generation had come
into the church. Of the group renewing covenant in 1680-84, 23.53%
, (4/17) had parents who joined the church before 1645; 35.29% (6/17) had
parents who joined between 1645 and 1660; and only 5.88% (1/17) had
paFents who joined between 1660-75. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, pp. 247-48.
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membership in full communion was possible. Renewal brought them under
the wing of the church for all of their adult life.
Covenant renewals, like the church families who participated in
them, were at once exclusive and embracive. In a revival year like 1681
renewers might also include genuine newcomers to church fellowship.55
John Lawrence, a mariner, was a second-generation Char1estownian whose
family did not belong to the local church; his widow, Susannah, married
Thomas Tarbol of Groton who had fled his hometown during the Indian
wars. After her second husband's death, the widow Tarbol, now fifty-
five years of age, returned to Charlestown. There she joined the church
as a full communicant; and a month later, four of her daughters, ranging
in age from nineteen to thirty-four years, and a teenaged granddaughter
all renewed covenant and were baptized. Newcomers like the Lawrence-
Tarbol clan kept Charlestown covenant renewals from being thoroughly
identified with old church families and injected some of the excitement
of evangelistic outreach into the ritual. Here~ after all, was an
example of three generations (of women) affirming covenantal bonds
within a space of seven weeks.56
A desire to include in church fellowship those who had married into
the community's churched families had led Charlestown First to open its
doors to "enterers into covenant" in 1677. But by 1681 the category was
designating folks who lacked any patent kin connection to the church or
the community. Did bonds of religious sociability among neighbors lie
550f the group renewing covenant in 1680-84, 35.29% (6/17) had parents
who were admitted as recently as 1675-85. Records of the First Church
in Charlestown, pp. 249-50; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
56Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 42, 247-50; "Records
of the First Church," NElillE 26 (1872), 251; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, II, 606, 932.
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behind these covenantings? If so, the half-way covenant was embodying
yet another set of social and spiritual relations--the voluntary
association of the godly. If, on the other hand, these 'enterers into
covenant' were relatively unknown in the comm~nity, their use of the
half-way covenant would have introduced an ambiguity into church
rituals. In such cases, could baptism still be considered a 'seal' to
the covenant? Or was it in fact becoming a sacrament of initiation into
covenantal membership?57
In 1686, the Rev. Charles Morton (1626-1698), a distinguished
English dissenter, succeeded Thomas Shepard in the Charlestown pulpit.
Son of a Nottinghamshire minister ejected under Charles I, Morton had
been trained at Oxford and been a conforming minister under Cromwell,
only to be ejected by the 1662 Act of Uniformity. After preaching
privately for a few years, he returned to London and established a
highly recommended academy where he taught for two decades. Morton
arrived in New England in July 1686, a promising candidate for the
Harvard College presidency. But being a person of "obnoxious
reputation" to established churchmen abroad, he was passed over by the
trustees.58
Morton's view of his office emerged vividly during his ordination
in Charlestown. As Samuel Sewall, an observer to the event, described
it,
57When he became a supporter of the half-way covenant, Increase Mather
introduced just such an ambiguity by suggesting that baptism preceded
inclusion in the covenant. See Mather, The First Principles of New
England (1675).
58William I ..Budington,· History of the First Church, Charlestown
(Boston, 1845), pp. 98-112; Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p. 194.
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Mr. Mather spoke in Praise of the Congregational way, and
said were [he] as Mr. Morton, he would have Hands laid on
him. Mr.Moddey in's prayer said, though that which would
have been gratefull to many was omitted .... 59
In choosing installation over lay ordination, Morton highlighted his
tenuous ties to the New England tradition of particular covenanted
churches. A minister of catholic views, Morton led the church during a
critical decade in Massachusetts Bay history. Yet even before his
installation, Charlestown First was well on the way to inaugurating a
new church order.
Riots and political resistance came to Charlestown in 1687. Edmund
Andros arrived in late December 1686 and realized the community's worst
fears concerning the Dominion of New England. Land owners scrambled to
secure valid patents for family holdings, taxes increased sharply, town
meetings were suspended, and the King's commissioner, Edward Randolph,
pried into congregational practices while parading his own allegiance to
the Established Church. The colony bore the economic burden equally,
but Charlestownians cried special injury when the governor handed to a
favored subordinate two to three thousand acres within town borders.
Town elites held conflicting loyalties. Yet, overall the governor
thought Charlestown the most "ill-affected, distracted, and divided town
in the country.,,60
In May of 1687 violence flared on the streets of Charlestown. with
crews from frigates docked in the harbor provoking inhabitants, the
local constabulary found maintaining order beyond its capacity. One
59Entry for 5 November 1686 in M. Halsey Thomas, ed., The Diary of
Samuel Sewall. 1674-1729 (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1983), I,
124.
60Quoted in Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," p. 135.
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incident ended in several stabbings; on another occasion the town
constable demanded the "King's peace" only to have a ship captain take a
swing at him. Andros rebuffed town complaints and resentment festered.
Local events played upon religious fears, as when the Maypole, that
venerable symbol of venal sport, appeared in the Charlestown market
place. Later, a pro-Anglican rabble "riotously pulled down whole church
windows" in the meetinghouse. One Charlestown gentlemen, Joseph Phipps,
took a stand by refusing to remove his hat at a funeral employing
Anglican forms. In early September the Rev. Charles Morton used a
Friday lecture to decry the "persecution" among them. For his
"seditious expression," Morton won an appearance at the county court and
the status of local hero.61
Before spring brought them out of doors to street brawls and /
maypoles, winter had warmed Charlestownians in a season of church
renewal. In 1687, twenty-one new members were accepted into full
communion at Charlestown First, and three-quarters of these admissions
took place within the first months of the year.62 But new communicants
were only part of the picture. Half-way covenanters numbered almost two
dozen, and eighty households were involved in the sacrament of baptism
in the course of the year.63
61Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 221-23; Diary of Samuel
Sewall, I, 140; 155, n. 41.
62Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 250.
63In 1687 there were 23 half-way covenanters. This was over twice as
many as had used the ritual in 1677 (11), and represented an increase of
one-third over the number of half-way covenanters in 1681 (17). The
number of families involved in baptism each year was: 22 (1685), 6
(1686), 80 (1687) 45 (1688), and 50 (1689). As in other revival years,
the proportion of baptizing families involved in multiple baptisms was
high: 13.21% in 1677, only 7.81% in 1681, but 12.12% in 1682, and 16.25%
in 1687. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41, 43, 249-
50; "Record Book of the First Church," NEliG.R 27 (1873), 143, 275-77.
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Among the new communicants men and women were almost equally
represented64 and the median age at admission was surprisingly low.65
These characteristics probably stemmed from another salient feature of
the group. Almost half of the households establishing themselves within
the communicant circle in 1687 included second or third-generation
church members. 66 Both .their prominence in admissions and their
patterns of church affiliation provide a clue to the focus of church
life in 1687. These persisting households were much more likely than
newcomers to be involved in interrelated church rituals, with parents'
admission occurring along with baptism of offspring.67 And half of
these households favored forms of admission in which both spouses became
full church members. In fact, in a surprising one-third of second or
third-generation households admitted in 1687, spouses were co-
covenanters. 68
64AS proportion of admissions, 1687: males 47.62% (10/21); females
52.38% (11/21). Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 250.
65In 1687, median age at admission for men was 29 yrs. and for women was
28 yrs. In -1681 median age at admission for men was 40 yrs. and for
women was 33.5 yrs. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 250;
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
660f households admitted 1685-89, 39.13% (9/23) were 'persisting'
households with second or third-generation saints. This proportion had
been 65.22% in 1668, 78.57% in 1670, and 38.89% in 1681. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown. p. 250; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I
and II, passim.
67The incidence of linkage between admission and baptism in 168_7 was
66.67% (4/6) for persisting households and 28.57% (2/7) for newcomer
households. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 250; "Record
Book of the First Church," ~ 27 (1873), 143, 275-77; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II passim.
68patterns of membership for second and third-generation households
admitted to full communion in 1687: 33.33% (2) co-covenanters, 16.67%
(1) husband first, 0% (0) wife first, 16.67% (1) husband only, 33.33%
(2) wife only; (n=6).
Patterns of membership for newcomer households admitted to communion
in 1687: 0% co-covenanters., 14.29% (1) husband first, 14.29% (1) wife
first, 14.29% (1) husband only, 57.14% (4) wife only; (n=7). Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, p. 250; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim.
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Ralph Crandall, a close student of mobility in Charlestown, has
suggested that the second and third generations, satisfied for the most
part with their position in a growing, trades-oriented community, were
considerably less mobile than their forebears. Their desire not only to
remain but to consolidate inheritances seems to have extended beyond
purely secular concerns.69 The admissions to lesser communion only
strengthen this impression: the year 1687 was a time for household
reaffirmation of covenant bonds. 'Renewers' far outnumbered 'enterers':
of twenty-three who "owned the covenant," all but one was a renewer.70
Nine in ten renewers of covenant were married.71 Finally, these
covenant renewals had a distinctly different relation to baptism. In
1677 and 1681, a majority of covenant renewers had prepared for their
own baptisms. In 1687, all renewers came to the ritual already
baptized, and all who were married brought children to the sacrament.72
Over half of the year's covenant renewers were from families which
had been affiliated with the local church for at least two generations.
Some were second-generation 'children of the covenant'; even more were
third-generation members.73 Intergenerational patterns of affiliation
in these families seem to parallel generational peaks of renewal within
the church. Most renewers of the late 1670's and early 1680's who were
from churched households had parents who had been admitted at
69Crandal1, "New England's Haven Port," p. 152.
70Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41, 43.
71Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41, 43; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
72Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41, 43; "Record Book
of the First Church," NE.H.GB 27 (1873), 143, 275-77.
730f 12 renewers, 5 (41.67%) were second generation and 7 (58.33%) were
third generation. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 43,
247-50; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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Charlestown First before 1660.74 But over 90 percent of the 1687
renewers had parents who had joined the church ~ 1660. In fact,
their parents had come into church fellowship in special years of
familial covenantal affirmation--1660, 1668, 1671 and 1677.
A few examples will illustrate the pattern. Abigail Long Stone
married a newcomer to town, but was herself a third-generation
Charlestownian who renewed covenant in 1687. Her paternal grandparents
had joined the church in the 1630's; her father had been admitted only
recently (in 1681). But Abigail's mother was among the large group of
second-generation folk who joined the church in 1660 and brought several
unbaptized children along with them.75 Another third-generation
Charlestownian, Thomas White, had grandparents [Frothinghams] who were
church founders. Thomas, then a child of six, and a younger sibling
were baptized in 1668 when their father was admitted to toe church.76
Hannah Baxter Luke and her sister Sarai Baxter wilson also renewed
covenant in 1687. Their maternal grandmother [Thrumble] had become a
church member in the early 1650's; when their own mother was admitted to
740f those renewing covenant in 1675-77 for whom such information is
known, 40% (8) had parent(s) admitted in 1632-44, and 50% (10) had
parent(s) admitted in 1645-59; (n=20). Of those renewing covenant in
1680-84, 40% (4) had parent(s) admitted in 1632-44, 30% (3) had
parent(s) admitted in 1645-59, and 40% (4)'had parent(s) admitted in
1660-64; (n=10). For renewers of 1685-89 overall, 58.33% (7) had
parent(s) admitted in 1632-45, 16.67% (2) had parent(s) admitted in
1645-59, and 25% (3) had parent(s) admitted after 1660; (n=12). But for
renewers of 1687, 8.33% (1) had parent(s) admitted before 1660, 58.33%
(7) had parent(s) admitted in 1660 or 1668, 8.33% (1) had parent(s)
admitted in 1671, and 16.67% (2) had parent(s) admitted in 1677; (n=12).
The remaining renewer whose family connections are known had a parent
who owned covenant in 1677. Records of the First Church in Charlestown,
p. 43, 247-50; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates I and II, passim.
75Records of the First Cburch in Charlestown, pp. 43, 247-50; "Record
Book of the First Church," NZlliili 27 (1873), 276; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, II, 626, 906.
76Records of the First Church in Cbarlestown, pp. 43, 247-50; "Record
Book of the First Church," NZlliili 26 (1872), 49; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 381; II, 1015 -.
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full communion in 1677, Hannah and Sarai, then in their early teens,
were baptized along with three other children in the family.77
Generational cycles clearly underlay cycles of institutional
revival in Charlestown. Individual family histories, however, might
vary a great deal. Late seventeenth-century church practice and family
traditions interacted in intriguing ways. Second and third-generation
Charlestownians who renewed covenant in 1687 became affiliated with the
church early in their married life, soon after they began bearing
children of their own. For example, all of the renewers mentioned above
had their first-born baptized on the same day that they renewed
covenant; all were younger than their parents had been at the time they
became affiliated with the church. Abigail Stone was nineteen, the
Baxter sisters were in their early twenties, and Thomas White was
twenty-three years of age.78 Their experiences thus contrasted sharply
with those of their parents. A major objective of the half-way covenant
had been to gather successive generations within the devotional
structure of the church; by the 1680's, it was succeeding beyond
expectation. In many families renewal of covenant, not admission to
full communion, was becoming the ecclesiastical ritual most closely
integrated with key rites of passage in family life.
Why renewal of covenant became an attractive means of public
affirmation in the late seventeenth century is a complex question which
we have answered thus far by reconstructing how the ritual was actually
77Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 43, 248-50; "Record
Book of the First Church," ~ 26 (1872), 249; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 69; II,636, 954, 1039.
78Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 43, 247-50; "Record
Book of the First Church," ~ 26 (1872), 49, 249; 27 (1873), 276;
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 69, 381; II, 626, 636, 906, 954,1015,
1039.
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used in Charlestown. Another dimension of family experience needs to be
considered. How many second and third-generation covenanters grew up in
households where both parents were in full communion? This proportion
grew from one-third of those admitted to full communion in 1675-1677 to
three-quarters of the "children of the church" admitted in 1685-1689.79
But the case was very different for members of the second and third
generation who were half-way covenanters. Between 1675 and 1690, an
increasing proportion of renewers of covenant hailed from homes where
only one parent was a full church member. Fewer than half (43.75%) of
the renewers of 1685-1689 had two parents with communicant status in
Charlestown. 80
This evidence might be marshalled by some in support of the thesis
of "decline." Each generation appeared less pure, inasmuch as the
family's church membership was 'halved' with remarkable predictability
from generation to generation. Yet it is possible to interpret these
findings differently. Private patterns of worship need not have
conformed to trends in church admission. Did a preponderance of women
in church membership mean fundamental changes in or conflict within a
family's religious life?81 Church membership no doubt supported a
mother in her informal role as chief religious educator of her children,
79The proportion of second or third-generation saints with both parents
in full communion according to period of admission: 79.17% (19/24) in
1665-69,73.91% (17/23) in 1675-77,33.33% (8/24) in 1675-79,56.25%
(9/16) in 1680-84, and 75% (9/12) in 1685-89. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown. pp. 248-50; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates. I and
II, passim.
80The proportion of renewers (whose parents' membership is known) with
both parents in full communion: 66.66% (4/6) in 1675-77; 56.25% (9/16)
in 1680-84; 43.75% (7/16) in 1685-89. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 249-50; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
81For some suggestion of this view see Norton, "White Women's Experience
in Colonial America," p. 611.
l
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but that l't d' d h d"lsrupte tetra ltlonal dynamics of family devotional
exercise is less clear. Family worship, like worship within the church,
always took place in a 'mixed' assembly, and prayer was never restricted
to the proven elect. In homes where both parents were committed, if not
both converted, father and mother very likely followed the usual routine
of devotions, with the male head of household playing an important role.
In such households, children may not have been less well-taught, but
they may have grown up with a different perspective on formal religious
affiliation. Perhaps they put greater emphasis on the spiritual quest;
perhaps their experience made them more comfortable acknowledging
publicly a religious commitment which, like that of one of their
parents, fell short of the requirements for admission to full communion.
While a faithful core of families appeared at the center of church
covenanting rituals, they were not the only renewers in 1687. As in
earlier years of revival, the boundaries of half-way covenant proved
surprisingly elastic. At least three other kinds of renewers can be
identified within the 1687 group, each at a greater 'distance' from and
in a more indirect relation to Charlestown's circle of testified saints.
As in 1681, there were renewers from other towns who had married into
one of Charlestown's churched families. While Hannah Addams, whose
blockmaker husband was stabbed in the 1687 riot, lacked any kin
connection within the church, she was accepted as a renewer while a
domestic servant of the Kettells, a well-established church family.82
And several other renewers of covenant appear to have been welcomed
solely on the basis of their Christian baptism. In 1686, Charlestown
First made room for an interpretation of covenant renewal which, like
82Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 41; Wyman, Genealoqies
and Estates, I, 9.
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Morton's conception of the ministry, was truly comprehensive in outlook.
Membership in the church universal, rather than in Charlestown's
particular church covenant, qualified one for the ordinance.83
To this unprecedented step Charlestown First added another. In
1687 Morton baptized an astonishingly high number of adolescents and
adults, but only a minority of their names appear on the lists of
admissions in lesser or full communion. The church thus baptized
persons who were professing Christians, but not 'covenanting' ones.
Numbers would not have obscured this revolution in church practice.
These baptisms represented one-fifth of the year's total, and almost all
were administered during the winter 'season' of renewal.84
Taken together, these covenanting patterns suggest several things.
Church rituals reflected the natural rhythms of family covenantal
commitment from generation to generation, now expressed in successive
generations' admissions to both full and lesser communion. But they
also registered the peculiar circumstances of public religious life in
1687. In a year of considerable social and political insecurity the
church was providing critical institutional ballast. Lacking even the
alternative of the town meeting, the community--not just the church's
core families--rallied behind the church, and the church responded by
providing appropriate avenues through which these loyalties could be
expressed. Church rituals captured the complexity and breadth of
commitments within the community itself in 1687. Certain families, the
83The year's one "enterer into covenant," while of an old Charlestown
family, lacked this credential and joined five of her children in being
baptized together. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41,
42; Wyman, Genea199ies and Estates, I and II, passim.
84Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41, 42; "Record Book
of the First Church," NEHGE 27 (1873), 143, 275-77; Wyman, Genealo9ies
and Estates, I and Ii, passim.
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life-blood of the particular church across several decades, took this
opportunity to further consolidate their clans within church covenant.
Others who were accepted as renewers showed the importance attached to
informal relations among godly households and neighbors in Charlestown;
still others seemed to symbolize the communion binding the Massachusetts
Bay churches. And those baptized into the church without benefit of a
distinct covenanting ritual quietly demonstrated that the particular
church was but one option within the English dissenting tradition of
which New Englanders were a part. Charlestown First emerged from 1687
an inclusive church, yet with its covenantal identity fully intact.
In Charlestown the final decade of the century was framed by
controversy. Thousands of militia men had crowded into the market
square ready to cross the Charles to aid in Andros' overthrow. The
Glorious Revolution left town elites badly divided over the provisional
government (1689-1692). In 1690, the smallpox struck again, and the
following year Massachusetts Bay took on the yoke of its new charter.8S
Within another few years, Simon Bradstreet's call to the Charlestown
pulpit would precipitate another local crisis. Perhaps encouraged to
boldness by the church's more parochial character, the town
independently issued an invitation to the pastorate. Lay leaders flared
at this assault on congregational self-determination, and the Mathers
sent salvos to help in the defense of church privilege. The dispute was
resolved by compromise, with the church 'calling' the minister and the
town 'concurring'. Thus the political integrity of the particular
85Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 216-35.
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church was maintained by customary practice in 1698 even as the pUlpit
itself became the possession of a minister with parochial sympathies.86
Charlestown First entered the 1690's with a peculiar church polity
shaped by successive late-century renewals. During the second half of
Charles Morton's pastorate the structure of. the church remained
essentially the same. But the uses to which church rituals were put in
Charlestown suggests once again the essentially protean character of
church life from one generation to the next, even from one 'season' to
another. Between 1688 and 1698 half-way covenanters outnumbered new
communicants by almost two times.87 "Enterers into covenant," notably
few in the late 1680's and almost entirely absent in 1687, came forward
again in good numbers.88 With admissions in lesser communion following
a path largely independent of admissions to full communion, half-way
covenanting consistently served as the key covenanting ritual in public
devotional life.
Despite relatively few admissions to full communion, the early
1690's had a 'revivalistic' tinge. Median ages at time of admission
were even lower than in 1687;89 a larger proportion of those admitted
86Sibley, Harvard Graduates, IV, 154-57; Crandall, "New England's Haven
Port," p. 135.
87Admissions to full communion in 1688-98 numbered 46; during this same
period there were 55 renewers of covenant and 32 enterers into covenant.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41, 43, 44, 250.
88Enterers accounted for 36.78% (32/87) of all half-way covenanters
between 1688 and 1698. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
42, 43, 44.
89For those accepted into full communion 1690-94, median age for men at
time of admission WaS 21 yrs.; median age for women at time of admission
was 25 yrs. Proportion of men for whom age known is 37.50% (3/8);
proportion of women for whom age known is 64.29% (9/14). Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, p. 250; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I
and II, passim.
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were unmarried.90 Families with long-standing ties to the church were a
significant presence, accounting for half of the households which
established themselves in church covenant during these years.91 But
very few of these households participated in intergenerational
covenanting rituals. About one in six conjoined parental admission with
an infant's baptism.92 In all these respects, admissions of the early
1690's incorporated a degree of individual involvement not seen in the
1680's. Only among the ranks of covenant renewers was the theme of
family covenanting resoundingly clear. All the renewers were married
and almost all had children baptized within a few weeks of their
covenanting. 93
As the church broadened its standards for renewing covenant in the
late seventeenth century, so too it expanded the boundaries for those
'entering' covenant. Given this flexibility, the half-way covenant
could be an effective instrument of evangelism in Charlestown. This
potential began to be realized in the early 1690's. Since the late
1670's, Charlestown's half-way covenanters had included young adults
900f the males admitted in 1690-94, 5 of the 6 whose marital status is
known were married (83.33%); of the women admitted in 1690-94, 10 of the
14 for whom marital status is known were married (71.43%). Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, p. 250; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim.
910f the dozen households established within the church in full
communion between 1690 and 1694, 6 (50%) were 'persisting' households
with previous family ties to the church, and 6 (50%) were newcomers to
the church. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-50;
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
92Linkages between admission and baptism were more common among
newcomers' households (33.33%; 2/6) than they were among 'persisting'
households (16.67%; 1/6), in a complete reversal of the pattern
customary in Charlestown since the early 1660's. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, p. 250; "Record Book of the First Church," NliliGE
27 (1873), 279-80; 28 (1874), 120-23; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I
and II, passim.
930f 24 renewing covenant between 1690 and 1694, 22 (91.67%) brought
children to baptism. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp.
43, 44; "Record Book of the First Church," NliliGE 27 (1873), 279-80; 28
(1.874), 120 -23 .
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newly awakened to religious concerns, most the relatives of old or newly
churched families. In the early 1690's, three-quarters of the church's
"enterers into covenant" were single young women.94 The contrast in
half-way covenanters was especially clear in 1691, a year of few
admissions to the church. Four of five renewers of covenant, all
married women, were bringing their own children to baptism. But all
eight enterers into covenant covenanted with the church in preparation
for their own baptisms. In fact, seven of the enterers into covenant
were single, and they ranged in age from fourteen to twenty-five
years.95
It is tempting to interpret these covenantings (and those like them
in 1694) as acts of public religious commitment undertaken wholly apart
from the traditional familial context of church rituals. But we need to
remember that, by the 1690's, there was another option available in
Charlestown: Christian baptism without any explicit "covenanting"
whatsoever. Individual case histories suggest why some new baptizands
chose to enter covenant instead. Elizabeth Robinson, whose younger
sister (age fourteen) joined her in the rituals, entered covenant and
was baptized while a servant within Capt. Lawrence Hammond's
household. 96 Three Ingersoll sisters, ages fourteen to eighteen,
entered covenant and were baptized together on the same day. Daughters
of a Salem shipwright newly arrived in Charlestown, these young women
were establishing a first link in a covenantal chain which would later
94All enterers into covenant were female, and 75% (12/16) were
unmarried. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 41; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
95Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41, 43; "Record Book
of the First Church," NEl:lGR 27 (1873), 279-80; 28 (1874), 120-23; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
96Records of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 41; Wyman, Genealogies
and Estates. II, 820.
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be completed by their parents' admission to full communion in 1696.97
Such covenantings expressed spiritual commitments which were interwoven
in household relationships, both between and within generations.98
Perhaps, too, these young maidens had other 'families' in mind. In
choosing to become covenanting members of the church, were they
anticipating a time when they would bring their own children to baptism?
As so often in the past, old patterns of church affiliation soon
blended with the new in Charlestown. After 1695, more married women
were entering covenant,99 and many more men were to be found among
Charlestown's covenant renewers.100 Between 1695 and 1698 Morton, or at.
least the church records he kept, occasionally confused the two
categories of half-way covenanters, placing renewers with "enterers into
covenant."101 But it was left to Rev. Simon Bradstreet to dispense with
the distinction altogether. From 1698 on, all covenanters in lesser
communion appeared together in official records.102
Son of the New London minister and grandson to the governor and
poet, Bradstreet came to Charlestown with a 'liberal' coloring. He
97Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 41, 250; "Record Book
of the First Church," ~ 28 (1874) 122, 123 [Engerston]; wyman,
Genealo~ies and Estates, I, 540.
98Elizabeth Robinson's case did involve relations within a household.
On the colonists' views of the master/servant relationship as familial
see, Morgan, The Puritan Family, esp. pp. 109-32.
990f 14 enterers into covenant in 1695-97, one was a married man
(7.14%), but the rest (92.86%) were womeri, over two-thirds of whom
(69.23%; 9/13) were married. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, p. 41; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, I and II, passim.
looOf 15 renewers of covenant in 1695-97, 8 were men (53.33%) and 7 were
women (46.67%). All renewers were married. Records of the First Church
in Charlestown, p. 43, 44; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
101See, for example, among the enterers of covenant in 1695, Temperance
Call, Eleazer and Elizabeth Dowse, and Katherine Knolls. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, p. 41, 250; Wyman, GenealQ~ies and Estates,
I, 171, 301, 307, 592.
l02Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 44.
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helped defend the ~rattle Street Church in the "Manifesto Controversy";
the Mathers certainly considered him an enemy to the particular church
order.103 Although he served in the pastorate for over four decades,
Bradstreet's "liberal" reputation cannot be taken as an adequate summary
of Charlestown Church practice. The year after his ordination, several
adults were baptized without benefit of covenanting, but a score of new
communicants were also welcomed. Covenanting as a full communicant,
renewing covenant, and non-covenantal membership through baptism all
remained vital options at Charlestown First for several decades to
come.104
By 1700, New Englanders could choose among three distinct versions
In thj published polemics of the clergy, the
models of church order possessed a remarkable clarity. The Mathers
of the puritan church.
championed the 'covenantal' ideal in The Order of the Gospel (1700). In
their apologia, the visible church seems timeless in character and pure
in conception: if New Englanders abandoned the model they had
perfected, the Mathers argued, they would be forsaking the 'true' church
and denying their own glorious history. 105 The authors of The Gospel
Order Revived (1700) set New England church order within a very
different historical context. Like England's early Separatists, they
conceived of the true church as a voluntary association of professing
103Bradstreet's father was a Presbyterian minister in Connecticut. See
Paul Lucas, Valley of Discord: Church and Society along the Connecticut
River. 1636-1724 (Hanover, 1976), pp. 102-07.
104Adult baptisms of this kind accounted for less than 5% of the annual
baptisms in most of the years between 1697 and 1745. Those years when
the proportion was particularly significant were 1687 (19.74%), 1699
(15.24%), 1718 (15.52%) and 1741 (25.49%)--all revival years in other
categories of church membership. "Records of the First Church," NEllili!.
27 (1873), 143, 275-77; 29 (1875), 67-68; 31 (1877), 216-17. Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 44, 249-50.
10SIncrease Mather, The Order of the Gospel (Boston, 1700), esp. pp. 32,
38, 43.
201
Christians, joined together in worship and discipline. Like the early
Non-separatists, they accepted Perkins' theology of conversion and the
tenets of Reformed Christianity, but they rejected on Scriptural grounds
both the church covenant and the notion of a 'visible' church founded on
'invisible' realities. In so doing, they repudiated New England's
peculiar covenantal ecclesiology in favor of an older 'comprehensive'
model of the institutional church. Denying colonial exceptionalism,
they interpreted New England developments within the larger English
dissenting tradition.106 Northampton's Solomon Stoddard offered yet
another approach: he advocated expanding the comprehensive church to
its natural, parochial bounds. Placing the reforming impulse at the
center of the puritan tradition, Stoddard pursued an energetic policy of
"evangelism within an open church structure."107
This diversity was clearly in evidence within the churches
themselves. Church covenanting is a case in point. Some churches, the
authors of Tbe GQspel Order Revived submitted, "have no Covenant at
all," and in others,
it is indifferently proposed. Some understand by it only a
Covenanting with God to perform by his Grace the Duties we
owe to him, and our Christian Brethren, & accordingly
propose it; others mean by it a Covenant with a particular
Church, whereby they are bound to walk in Communion
therewith, 'till by their consent dismissed. Others will
have it to be a necessary Qualification in order to a
persons partaking of the Lord's Supper, either there or
l06[T. Woodbridge, B. Colman, S. Bradstreet], The Gospel Order Revived.
Beinq an Answer to. .The Order of the Gospel (New York, 1700). Even
though the Brattle Street Church repudiated the church covenant, the
church may be considered 'gathered' given the standards set by the early
English Separatists where a 'test' was required and therefore some form
of public profession made. Cf. Morgan, Visible Saints, p. 38. See also
"A Manifesto," in Records of the Church in BratUe Sguare. Boston. 1699-
~ (Boston, 1902).
l07See, Patricia Tracy, Jon atban Edwards. Pastor: Religion and Society
in Eighteenth Century Northampton (New York: Hill and Wang, 1980),
Chap. I.
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elsewhere; And others have Notions of it quite different
from all these.10S
In fact, over the course of the seventeenth century most New England
churches may have become "ill-fitting" and "inconsistent" in their own
church polity and practice. 109 Charlestown First is an especially
intriguing example. Through the creative labor of three generations of
church members, incompatible conceptions of church order were combined.
Charlestown First boasted a thoroughgoing eclecticism.
By the end of the century, the Charlestown Church embodied the
varieties of religious experience found within the community. The
church's baptized, non-covenanting adults constituted an outer ring of
adherents whose connection with the church was of an entirely different
order from that of covenanting 'professors' or full communicants. But
even as the church extended its membership beyond the original bounds of
covenant, it displayed a continuing concern for those covenanted
families who provided its concrete links with the past, and held the
greatest promise for its future. As if to acknowledge their right to a
certain covenantal exclusivity, the Church encouraged a social
specialization of half-way covenanting rituals.
As the arena of public affiliation widened, a countervailing
tendency came into play in Charlestown--a new desire for 'privacy' in
the most intimate and intensely personal areas of church life. In the
final decade of the century, church discipline was blocked from the
public gaze: fornicators, many of whom went on to renew or enter
covenant, made their confessions before the church rather than sit atop
a "stool of repentence" on lecture day. Confessions of uncharitable
lOS[Woodbridge, et al.J, Gospel Order Revived, p. 10.
l09Morgan, Visible Saints, pp. 144-45.
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carriage toward a fellow communicant would be submitted in writing, then
read before the church, not the congregation. And in 1688, the church
had voted unanimously, "mens relations (their own pronouncing their
having been constantly found inconvenie~t) be fore the future read.,,110
To a markectdegree, public covenantal bonds in Charlestown had
become a matter of choice and circumstance. This new voluntarism helped
to refurbish the institutional church and insure its soundness for
decades to come. These changes in the church's rituals and fundamental
orientation came about under the auspices and influence of old churched
families. Yet these same Charlestownians continued to look to extra-
ecclesiastical institutions as centers of piety and keepers of the
covenantal legacy. Properly cultivated, they might also become seed-
beds of revival.lll
llO"Record Book of the First Church," NE..IiGB. 25 (1871), 62-65.
11lThe clergy in fact encouraged this emphasis. See, for example, two
sermons delivered in Charlestown: Cotton Mather, Small Offers Towards
the Service of the Tabernacle in the Wilderness' Four Discourses.
accommodating unto the Designs of Practical Godliness (Boston, 1689);






A SOCIETY OF YOUNG MEN
In the first quarter of the eighteenth century Charlestown was a
curious blend of old and new. Its sprawling boundaries, reminders of a
more generous era, placed one-third of its population beyond the
"neck."l Other Charlestownians continued to be drawn to adjacent
townships like Woburn, Malden, Bellerica, and Chelmsford where they were
welcomed by kin. While land remained plentiful in the town's outlying
areas, third and fourth-generation sons found little property available
to them on the peninsula. Charlestown's population may have risen
three-fold in the period 1690 to 1740: like Boston, it began to feel
growing pains.2
The seaport economy continued to support a diverse community of
merchants and shopkeepers, artisans and apprentices, mariners and
transient laborers. When the century began, many Charlestownians held
small investments in the local merchant fleet and were employed in
building, stocking, and manning the over-sized vessels that Charlestown
shipyards produced. Queen Anne's War proved a boon to shipping and
shipbuilding. Yet Charlestown's overall contribution to the industry
declined in the early eighteenth century. Peace brought uncertain
fortunes for the seaport's artisans and hard times for the peninsula's
lCrandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 154, 161-81, 210.
2This is the rate of growth suggested by Gary Nash for Boston and New
England as a whole during this period; in 1677 Charlestown's population
was approximately 2,000. See Nash, The Urban Crucible (Cambridge,
Mass., 1979), pp. 54-55.
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lower ranks.3 Charlestownians did what they could to insure the town's
commercial success. Ferries already ran back and forth to Boston during
daylight hours; now schemes for a bridge became an annual topic at town
meetings. As in Boston, town offices multiplied and became more
specialized, particularly in the area of market and product regulation.
In 1717 Charlestown lost its bid for the county seat, but inferior court
sessions, the market square, and the tavern still drew crowds to the
heart of the peninsula.4
While the town attempted to chart the path of urban and commercial
development, the church issued calls to conversion. Simon Bradstreet's
evangelistic efforts received wide notice in 1702 when he baptized
"Simon, the Jew, at Charlestown, a Young Man whom he was Instrumental to
Convert." After 1713 a succession of younger and lesser-known
ministers--Joseph Stevens (1713-1721), Hull Abbot (1724-1774), and
Thomas Prentice (1739-1782)--assisted Bradstreet in his pastoral
labors.s In 1717, the town built a larger meetinghouse with two
galleries, a structure measuring 72' by 52', entirely financed by
voluntary contributions.6 Dignitaries like Samuel Sewall who came to
Charlestown for the monthly lecture would now be seated in comfort.
3Bailyn and Bailyn, Massachusetts Shippinq. 1697-1714, pp. 23, 26, 50-
51, 57, 85, 87; Nash, Urban Crucible, Chaps. 3 and 4.
4Charlestown Massachusetts Petitions, New England Historic and
Genealogical Society [NEHGS]; Charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL;
Frothingham, Histor¥ of Charlestown, pp. 246, 248-49; Crandall, "New
England's Haven Port," pp. 191-98; G. B. Warden, Boston. 1689-1776
(Boston, 1970), p , 32.
SDiar¥ of Samuel Sewall, I, 475; Sibley, Haryard Graduates, V, 239; VI,
365-68; VIII, 81-89.
6The sum amounted to roughly £1,000 st. Church ledger, 1715-1717,
Frothingham Papers, Correspondence #1, MHS; Frothingham, Histor¥ of
Charlestown, pp. 245, 248. All currency values have been converted to
sterling using the multipliers in "Values of Massachusetts Paper
Currency, 1685-1775" in Nash, Urban Crucible, p. 405.
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Voluntary meetings for worship were also a long-standing tradition
in Charlestown, indeed in Anglo-American dissenting circles generally.
After the turbulent 1630's, the New England clergy had encouraged a
particular kind of neighborhood meeting, one which involved at least
occasional ministerial oversight and was devotional rather than
doctrinal in focus.7 Charles Hambrick-Stowe, the most recent and
thorough student of Puritan devotional disciplines, believes that these
extra-ecclesiastical forms of corporate worship were consistent in
function and frequency throughout the seventeenth century. But for most
decades the historical record of private meetings is disturbingly
meager.8 It may be that in this as in certain other aspects of their
devotional life New Englanders were in need of a devotional
'renaissance' by the late seventeenth century.9 Private societies began
to be widely celebrated as agencies of religious renewal and even of
7Charles Hambrick-Stowe, "The Practice of Piety: Puritan Devotional
Disciplines in Seventeenth Century New England," Ph. D. dissertation,
Boston University, 1980, pp. 232-34.
8Hambrick-Stowe recognizes the paucity of sources but seems convinced of
these continuities nonetheless. His principal examples of private
meetings are those of students at Harvard in the 1640's, and of John
Hull and his son-in-law, Samuel Sewall later in the century. In general
it can be said that Hambrick-Stowe employs a fairly static model of the
interrelationship of private and public forms of worship, whereas my
focus has been on their changing relation over time. See John Hull,
"Diary," Transactions and Collections of the American Antig:uarian
Society, III (1857), 141-64; The Diary of Samuel Sewall, I and II,
passim; The Practice of Piety, pp. 137-42.
9For a different reading of New England's devotional 'health', and a
critique of Hambrick-Stowe's use of devotional literature, see Foster,
"The Godly in Transit: English popular Protestantism and the Creation
of a Puritan Establishment in America," pp. 220-31.
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civic reform.lO Preeminent among the 'new' forms of private association
recommended to the godly was the young men's society.
Historians have long identified New England's young men's groups
with Cotton Mather, that indefatigable promoter of Puritan piety.
Always precocious, Mather at sixteen years apparently established a
society in his own neighborhood where he treated his companions to his
first 'sermon'. In the 1690's, he published models and directions to
encourage the founding of societies elsewhere; by the early decades of
the eighteenth century, he was guiding several Boston groups and
dreaming of a network of New England associations under his aegis.ll
Still, Mather's role has been grossly overstated: he promoted, not
originated, the idea of young men's societies.12 Even in the North End,
his own neighborhood, the group Mather founded was not the first.13
Indeed, young men's religious societies gathered in communities
throughout New England.14 Boston's North and South Ends supported
lOAn AnglO-American campaign involving magistracy and clergy,
established churchmen and dissenters, actively promoted two different
kinds of voluntary groups, "societies for reformation" and "religious
societies." An English divine explained the distinction in 1699: "the
Societies for Reformation bent their utmost Endeavors from the first to
suppress publick vice; whilst the Religious Societies endeavor'd chiefly
to promote Religion in ther [sic] own Breasts, tho they have since been
eminently instrumental in the Publick Reformation." See [Josiah
Woodward], An Account of the Progress of the Reformation of Manners in
England and Ireland ... (London, 1701); [Josiah Woodward], An Account
of the Societies for Reformation of Manners (London, 1699).
llCotton Mather, Proposals Concerning Religious societies ... (Boston,
1724); Mather, Rules for the Society of Negroes (Boston, 1693); Mather,
Early Religion (Boston, 1694); Mather, Methods and Motiyes for Societies
to Suppress Disorders (Boston, 1703); "Diary of Cotton Mather,"
Massachusetts Historical Society Collections, VII: 177, 418, 480, 500,
516-17, 522-23; VIII: 27, 89, 102, 107, 156, 273, 365, 367, 369, 602.
12Hambrick-Stowe correctly emphasizes Mather's supporting role. Cf.
David Levin, Cotton Mather: The Young Life of the Lord's Remembrancer.
1663-1703 (Cambridge, 1978).
13A society had been formed one year earlier, and several years before
Mather published "directions." See Parkman Family Papers, Box 2, Folder
4, American Antiquarian Society [AAS].
14The sources which allowed identification of these societies are
discussed in the following paragraph.
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several such groups in the period 1677 to 1737. Ministers Noadiah
Russel in Middletown, Connecticut, and Peter Thacher in Milton,
Massachusetts, established societies in the late 1680's, and a
Dorchester society founded in 1698 remains the best-documented of the
seventeenth century. In the early eighteenth century, societies could
be found in Charlestown (1703), Dedham (1710), and Bristol, Rhode
Island, but many more date from the decades just before the Awakening.
Groups were active in Medfield, Cambridge, New London, Rumney Marsh,
Ipswich and Newton in the 1720's; in the 1730's, others were founded in
Sudbury, Marlborough, and Westborough.
Like other activities of 'private' piety, religious societies of
young men have been difficult to pin down historically. IS Some mention
of them appears sporadically in members' personal papers, but most
information must be gleaned indirectly from public sources.
Fortunately, certain activities of the groups enhanced their visibility.
Most adopted formal resolutions, and where ministers participated by
screening applicants or through occasional preaching, their diaries can
provide an index to meetings.16 Finally, some societies took on more
public responsibilities within their communities. When "Quarterly
Meetings" set aside for charitable contributions expanded into public
ISFrom the paucity of references, women's groups appear to be not merely
elusive in the historical record, but altogether rare. An exception
which proves the rule is in Westborough, Massachusetts, where a list of
young .women's names is extant, but no other documentation such as
resolutions or agendas can be found. The group apparently functioned
under clerical leadership. See, Parkman Family Papers, Box 2, Folder 1,
AAS.
16Nathan Bucknam, Diary, AAS; John Burt, Diary 1737-39, AAS; David
Goddard, Diary 1741, AAS; John Sparhawk, Notebook, 1690-1734, AAS;
Benjamin Woods, Journal 1726-1730, Yale University Archives; Francis
Walett, ed. The Diary of Ebenezer Parkman. 1703-1755 (Worcester, MA:
American Antiquarian Society, 1974); "A Dorchester Religious Society,"
NEHGR 60 (1906), 30-40.
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lectures sponsored by the young men, the sermon often appeared in print
soon afterwards.17 These publications provide at least a partial
historical record of New England societies, just as they proved an
important resource for contemporaries' group devotions.18
In promotional literature the organization and purposes of these
societies seem clear. Yet these prescriptions cannot be considered
adequate descriptions of the groups themselves. Boston's North End
society of the late 1670's anticipated Mather's model by almost two
decades: its resolutions provided for regular 'quarter nights' for
charity and awarded power of admission to the local minister. But in
Dorcester and Charlestown, where they concerned themselves exclusively
with the moral and spiritual progress of their members, the young men's
groups remained entirely independent of the ministry.19 Why young men's
17Adult prayer meetings also sponsored "quarter nights." See Nathan
Bucknam, Diary, AAS: Jeremiah Bumstead, Diaries 1722-1733, AAS. I have
taken a conservative approach in using these sermons as sources,
including only those which specifically mention a young man's group as
the audience. There were, of course, many sermons printed in the period
which focussed on the spiritual concerns of youth.
18Cotton Mather, The Best Ornaments of Youth (Boston, 1701): Peter
Thacher, The Signal and most Gracious Presence (Boston, 1708): C.
Mather, Youth in its Brightest Glory (Boston, 1709): Joseph Belcher, TliQ
Sermons in Dedham (Boston, 1710): William Cooper, Jabez's Character and
Prayer (Boston, 1711): C. Mather, A Flight unto a City of Refuge
(Boston, 1716); John Webb, The Young-Man's Duty (Boston, 1718): Thomas
Robie, A Sermon Preached (Boston, 1721): Azariah Mather, None but Christ
(New London, 1722): Daniel Lewis, The Sins of Youth (Boston, 1725);
William Cooper, The Service of God (Boston, 1726): Eliphalet Adams, A
Brief Discourse (New London, 1727): Benjamin Coleman, The Duty of Young
Peo~le (Boston, [1728]); William Cooper, Early Piety (Boston, 1728):
John Cotton, Four Sermons (Boston, 1729): Joseph Baxter, Early Seeking
of God (Boston, 1729): Samuel Wigglesworth, The Pleasures of Religion
(Boston, 1729); James Allin, Eyangelical Obedience the Way to Eternal
~ (Boston, 1731): William Cook, A Sermon Preach'd to a Society of
Young Peo~le in Sudbury (Boston, 1731); John Barnard, A Call to Parents
and Children (Boston, 1737).
19Mather stressed the need for ministerial supervision and enjoined
societies not to discuss controversial points of religious doctrine or
politics lest they become schools of heresy and "Seminaries of Seduction
against the Government." See Mather, Early Religion, p. 30.
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sacieties appeared and haw they functianed within New England
cammunities reflected lacal circumstances.
No. daubt Sabbath evenings in the early eighteenth century faund
same Charlestawnians "gading abraad in Spart and Sin." Yet a fair
number af yauths were accupying themselves atherwise: a yaung men's
religiaus saciety met weekly far aver a quarter af a century in
Charlestawn. Between 1703 and 1737, 211 bays became a part af this
fellawship.20
What was the significance af this special gathering in Charlestawn?
Since resalutians and a list af members are the saciety's anly surviving
papers, we must laak to. the membership far answers. But the histarian
can view these yaung men anly indirectly. By setting them in the
cantext af their pasts and futures, within their family and church
20A dacument entitled, "This Saciety Began the 11th af April 1703
Separated July 17th 1737 Charlestawn," in the hand af Issac Smith (1719-
1787), a late member o.f the saciety, includes the graup's farmal
resalutians and an enumerated list af members' names. Smith-Carter
Family Papers, Reel 1, MHS.
l
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relations, a surprisingly complete portrait of the society can be
drawn .21
"Christians must CQme TOlJether," Cotton Mather explained of private
meetings, "that they may Comfort and Exhort and StrenlJthen one another
in the ways of God; and that they may ~ one another. ,,22
Charlestown's young men's society adopted the time-honored purpose and
agenda of the private meeting. "It shall be our endeavour," its
resolutions read, to spend "two hours from Seven to Nine of every
evening of the Lords day in praying together by turns One beginning and
another Concludeing the meeting & between them a Sermon repeated where
unto the Singing of a Psalm"shall be annexed." Thus there continued to
exist in the early eighteenth century a basic harmony in puritan
devotional regimens. Yet the young men's society was in other respects
quite unlike the private meeting of old. It catered to an adolescent
210f the society membership of 211, vital statistics are available for
179, and some identifying information can be found for 14 others; thus,
193 members (91.47%) are 'known'. For most of the analyses in this and
the following chapter, however, a slightly more restrictive group serves
as the cohort. 11 members, 3 of whom are known to have moved, cannot be
traced beyond their youth. Unless otherwise noted, the cohort used for
the society is thus 182 members, or 86.26% of the whole.
Sources for the occupational and genealogical information compiled
and analyzed in this chapter include: Vital Records of Bellrica,
Cambridge, Concord, Ipswich, Lexington, Newbury, and Woburn,
Massachusetts; Boston, Re~ort of the Record commissioners, vols. 24 and
28; Anne Calef Boardman, comp., Robert Calef of Boston and Some of his
Descendants (Salem, 1940); Ralph J. Crandall and Ralph J. Coffman, "From
Emigrants to Rulers: The Charlestown Oligarchy in the Great Migration,"
NEHGR CXXXI (1970), 3-27, 121-32; Margaret Curfman, Doubleday Families
in America (Wichita, 1972); Lilly Eaton, History of the Town of ReadinlJ
(Boston, 1874); Frothingham, History of Charlestown; Charles Hudson,
History of the Town of Lexington (Boston, 1913); Lucius R. Paige,
History of Cambridge. Massachusetts. 1630-1877 (Rutland, VT, 1930);
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim; Alexander Starbuck,
The History of Nantucket County (Rutland, VT, 1969); Cora Codman
Wolcott, The COdmans of Charlestown and Boston. 1637-1929 (Brookline,
1930). Hereafter referred to as "Genealogical sources, n. 21."
22Cotton Mathe~, Private Meetings Animated and RelJulated (Boston, 1706),
p. 4.
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group and incorporated a new degree of formalism into extra-
ecclesiastical piety.
In Charlestown, the young men's society seemed to occupy a peculiar
position with respect to the traditional institutions of religious life.
Implicitly covenantal, the society was also self-consciously so from the
time of its inception in April of 1703:
An Agreement Between us who have our names hear affixed
we that through the grace of God have been awakened in
our youth do now design to give up our selves to god and
Christ according to his Covenant which he hath pleased of
his great Condescension to make with us resolving by the
help of divine grace that we will not allow ourselves in
the practice of any known Sins nor in the neglect of any
known duty and for our Assistance in the designs of Early
Piety and for the prevention of the Snares which we are
exposed unto or are in danger of being entangled in by
evill Company we associate ourselves together.. 23
The procedures thus mimicked those of the covenantal church.
Prospective members were propounded one week, presented the next, and
required to subscribe to the society covenant as a precondition of
admission. The society not only enjoined mutual watchfulness upon its
members but claimed the privilege of discipline over them:
4th if any person enrolled among us do fall into any
Scanda-lous Indignity we will Admonish him of his evil,
suspend him from Comeing among us for a Shorter or longer
Space of Time According to the nature of the offense nor
shall he be again received without Credible Signs of
Repentance.
5th If it be Observed That any of our number have long or
often Absented themselves from us we will Send some whom
we shall agree upon to enquire the Reason of their
Absence and if no reason be given but shuch [sic] as
Intimates of an apostasy from Good beginnings they shall
Except [sic] Speedy reformation praient not be
Obliterated.
23Smith-Carter Family Papers, Reel 1, MHS.
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Why did the young men's society in Charlestown adopt this apparatus of
self-definition? Was society membership also characterized by the
spiritual and social exclusiveness which we associate with the
covenantal church model?
--Drawing its members from the town's youth, the society also offered
a novel alternative to family-centered devotions on Sabbath evenings.
But it is clear that these young men had some 'family' interests in
mind:
It is to be understood of this fifth Article that
if any of our number bring in any females where
they perform the Religious Dutys of the family viz
Reading to & praying with them as the stead of a
Family its enterred a sufficient Reason for
Absenting themselves [from the society meeting] .24
Clergymen who addressed young men's groups envisioned them as a kind of
apprenticeship in the religious duties of godly householders. Clearly
the Charlestown society had no wish to impede members in forming those
spiritual and social attachments which would lead to a good match.25 We
might wonder in what other ways the society served the needs of
Charlestown families.
Over its many years of existence, the young men's society acted as
a gathering place for scores of youths. Third and fourth generation New
Englanders accounted for almost two-thirds of the society's membership;
most boys came from local households.26 From what kind of families were
24Smith-Carter Family Papers, Reel 1, MRS.
25Benjamin Colman, The Duty of Young People (Boston, 1728),
Introduction; John Barnard, A Call to Parents and Children (Boston,
1737).
26Generational distribution of young men's society membership: .095% (2)
second generation, 17.54% (37) third generation, 45.02% (85) fourth
generation, 4.74% (10) fifth generation. The proportion whose
generation is known is 68.25% (144-); (n=211). Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I and II, passim.
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the members drawn? Of the 100 fathers whose occupations can be
identified,27 46 worked in the "service" sector of the economy and
another 39 in the "industrial" sector.28 About one-fifth came from the
building crafts (carpenters, joiners, masons), about one in seven from
the leather trades (sadlers, tanners, shoemakers), and another one in
ten were involved in shipbuilding. Maritime occupations supported a
dozen of these families, but only one father appears to have pursued
farming exclusively.29 Given the likely occupational structure of
Charlestown as a whole,30 the artisan community was thus vastly
overrepresented in the society. In fact Charlestown's young men's
association might best be compared to Boston's New North Church, founded
by North.End "mechanics" in 1712: both emerged within religiously
oriented artisan enclaves.31
27For the young men's group 145 fathers can be identified. 134 of these
(92.50%) were Charlestownians, and 100 have known occupations.
28For purposes of comparison I have adopted the occupational scale used
by Nash in Urban Crucible (pp. 387-91); his scale is an adaptation of
that proposed by Jacob M. Price in "Economic Function and the Growth of
American Port Towns in the Eighteenth Century," Perspectives in American
History, 8 (1974), Appendix C.
29In the service occupations they worked as professionals or shopkeepers
(6), in the retail crafts (9), as blacksmiths, carters, or innkeepers
(9), and in the building crafts (21); in the industrial occupations,
they worked in textiles (2), food and drink processing (4), metal and
wood crafts (5), in the leather trades (14), and in shipbuilding (11);
in the maritime occupations, mariners (12) far outnumbered merchants
(1); 2 were impossible to classify; (n=100). Genealogical sources, n.
2l.
30It may be, given Boston's increasing dominance as a port, that the
contrast in relative importance of mercantile sectors reflects an
emerging difference between the two seaports themselves. In Boston,
1.52% (42) were in government service, 25.77% (713) were in the service
sector, 14.64% (405) in the industrial sector, 41.02% (1135) in the
maritime, and 17.06% (472) were unclassified; (n=2767). See Nash, ~
Crucible, pp. 387-91.
31At New North, 1699-1716, 40.9% (18) of the adult male members were
involved in the service sector; 31.8% (14) in the industrial; 9.09% (4)
in the maritime; and 15.9% (7) unclassified; (n=43). Information on New
North kindness of Sarah Blank, "Ministers, Merchants and Mechanics:
Church and Society in Eighteenth-Century Boston,." unpublished
manuscript.
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Artisan communities encompassed many distinctions of occupation,
status, and wealth. Something of the relative position of those
families whose sons were involved in society membership can be inferred
from an extant tax list kept in 1720 by one of Charlestown's five
constables.32 The date of the document is felicitous, falling mid-way
in the history of the young men's group.33 One-quarter of the taxable
householders in this bailiwick had devotional society connections.34
Occupationally they were representative of the larger group of families
from which the society drew its members.35 Most were fairly young heads
of households establishing themselves in their trades.36 Inequality
apparently characterized Charlestown's distribution of wealth just as it
did Boston's in the early eighteenth century.3? Those families whose
32"The Provincial Tax 1720," Frothingham Papers, Correspondence #1, MHS.
Tax lists, like probate inventories, must be handled with care due to
shifting rates of assessment "and "rateables", and the problems of
inferring status, a fluid condition in colonial times, from a fixed
hierarchy. See G. B. Warden, "Inequality and Instability in Eighteenth-
Century Boston: A Reappraisal," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 6
(1976), 585-620; G. B. Warden, "The Distribution of Property in Boston,
1692-1775," Perspectives in American History X (1976), 81-130.
33The list represents only a portion of the town's population, those
living in the heart of town, a group which seems to include a
disproportionate number of the town's elite. This bias is suggested by
the fact that Call's group paid one-third of the town's tax, but
probably represented only one-fifth of the households.
340f 42 taxpayers (of 169 listed) with society connections, 31 were
fathers of members; 7 were former members of the society who were now
married; and 4 others, depending upon their date of marriage, may still
have been active in the society.
350ccupational distribution for Charlestown taxpayers, 1720, with
devotional society connections: 2.38% (1) government; 30.95% (13)
service sector; 42.86% (18) industrial sector; 11.90 (5) maritime;
11.90% (5) unknown; (n=42). Genealogical sources, n. 21.
36Age distribution for Charlestown taxpayers, 1720, with devotional
society connections: 30.95% (13) 20-29 years; 33.33% (14) 30-39 years;
1l.90% (5) 40-49 years; 9.52% (4) 50-59 years; 2.38% (1) 70-79 years;
1l.90% (5) unknown; (n=42). Genealogical sources, n. 2l.
3?Distribution of taxable wealth in Charlestown according to Call's 1720
tax list: 1.11% in poorest 0-30 decile group; 7.59%, in 30-60 decile
group; 37.05% in 60-90 decile group; 53.85% in richest decile group.
Cf. "Distribution of Taxable Wealth in Boston, New York, and
Philapdelphia, 1687-1774," in Nash, Urban Crucible, p. 395.
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sons participated in the young men's group, or whose head of household
had himself been a member in the past, were generally found neither
among the town's elite nor among the town's poorest taxpayers.38
Rather, households associated with the young men's society stand out in
the upper and lower middle ranks.
It may be helpful to establish a more concrete sense of social
place for a few of these families. Charlestown's economic and political
elite, those who served in major town offices or held provincial posts,
included mostly shipowners and wealthy merchants, many of whom lived in
considerable luxury.39 Only a handful of households with devotional
society connections were a part of this company; the group represented
on Call's tax list included merchant Ephraim Breed, shipwright
entrepreneur Thomas Frothingham, and a prosperous sadler, Ebenezer
Austin. The Frothinghams, for example, were among the town's first
settlers; three generations of family members had been joiners, potters,
and housewrights; several sons became part of the young men's group.
Thomas had been a successful shipwright, bought a shipyard, and managed
to accumulate a sizeable estate by his mid-forties. In 1724 his assets
included a mansion house, another homestead, and a negro servant.40 In
38Distribution of Charlestown families with devotional society ties
among 1720 taxpayers: 13.12% in poorest 0~30 taxpayers decile group;
36.11% in 30-60 taxpayers decile group; 43.64% in 60-90 taxpayers decile
group; 7.14% in richest decile group.
39For example,the top decile of taxpayers included men like Charles
Chambers and Jonathan Dowse, Henry Phillips, Daniel Russell, John Foye,
and Samuel Phipps. At his death, Foye's estate amounted to £1386.6 st;
Jonathan Dowse's mansion included a magnificently furnished parlor
replete with looking glass in 'a gilt frame'. Charlestown Town Records,
Reel f191, BPL; Bailyn and Bailyn, Massachusetts Shipping, pp. 32-39;
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 199-202, 305, 372-73; II, 742, 751,
829-32; Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 115-32; William B. H.
Dowse, comp., Laurence Dowse of Legbourne. England. his Ancestors.
Descendants. and Connections {Boston, 1926), pp. 123-24.
40Middlesex County Probate Records, 1st ser., #8697, BPL; Crandall, "New
England's Haven Port," pp. 164-6$; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates. I,
382, 391.
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time, hard work and good fortune had brought prosperity and prominence
to this artisan family.
The wide 'middling ranks' remind us of how fluid relations might be
in a colonial seaport. Changing economic conditions and the life cycles
of families made for a continual redistribution of wealth and property
both within the town and between generations.41 Several Charlestown
families with devotional society connections appeared among the town's
lower middle and poorest taxpayers in 1720. Christopher Goodwin. Jr., a
third-generation mason whose son joined the young men's group, and
Benjamin Kettell, a cooper and earlier member of the society, had only
modest achievements for men in their late thirties.42 Yet the town's
'landless' taxpayers included some young men who had far better
prospects.43 Michael Brigden (1698-1767), still a member of the young
men's group in 1720, was in his early twenties and held neither taxable
land nor personalty. But within a year he had made an auspicious match
in marriage, had inherited his father's house, and was practicing the
blacksmith's trade, very likely with his father's tools.44
Charlestown's young men's society, then, drew most of its members
from a diverse but well-established artisan community. Some members
were sons of merchants, ministers, or mariners, but most had fathers who
41Warden notes the high incidence of property transfer among artisans in
"The Distribution of Property in Boston, 1692-1775," pp. 81-130.
Judging by the number of deeds listed among family records in Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, this was true of the Charlestown artisan
community as well.
42Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 415; II, 578.
430thers, of course, were much less fortunate--those without skills,
property, personalty, or prospects, such as the transient laborers,
sailors who died leaving indigent widows, or Robert Trevitt, the town
bellman (Wyman, Genealogies and Estates. I, 72; II, 952, 1050).
44Brigden's spouse, Winifred Sprague of Malden, was the great-
granddaughter of a town and church founder. Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I, 128; II, 890.
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worked in the trades. Those artisan families whose sons met together on
Sabbath evenings represented a wide socio-economic spectrum, but the
large majority were of the 'middling rank.' For some society members, a
father's tools and trade might be his only legacy, but most might
reasonably hope for partial bequests of shops and households. Those
from Charlestown's mercantile elite who were involved in the society
tended to be exceptional--families of humbler beginnings who maintained
an identification with the artisan community despite their rise to
social prominence:
These pious youth shared not only artisan origins but also artisan
ambitions: most who participated in the society were themselves
apprentices.45 In broadest outlines, the members' occupational
preferences echoed those of their fathers, but variations in the
specific trades chosen by these boys reflected shifting opportunities in
the early eighteenth century (Table 6.1). Placed in identical or
closely related trades, society members must have shared many concerns.
The majority of them may have been learning their crafts in the shops of
other members' fathers.46 While working as apprentices, they remained
within a familiar web of social relations.47
Coming together at the young men's society, these youths were
reaffirming a shared covenantal identity, for society members also had
strong kin and church connections. With very few exceptions, society
45Without internal dating in society records it is impossible to
determine these limits with precision, but it is safe to assume that
young men were considered eligible for membership from their early teens
until they married or moved away. The society did include three Harvard
students bound for the ministry.
46Apprenticeship papers, while scattered among notices of guardianship
in the Middlesex Probate Records, were not systematically recorded for
Charlestown.
47Nash, Urban Crucible, p. 17; Morgan, The Puritan Family, pp. 66-78.
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Table 6.1 Occupational Scale: Members of the Young Men's









SERVICE 33.87% 27.78% 19.23% 5.71%
(n=21) (n=10) (n=10) (n=2)
Professional 1.61% 5.56% 1.92% 0.00%
Retailers 0.00% 2.77% 0.00% 0.00%
Retail crafts 4.84% 8.33% 5.77% 2.86%
Building crafts 22.58% 11.11% 5.77% 0.00%
Travel/transport 4.84% 0.00% 3.85% 2.86%
Others 0.00% 0.00% 1.92% 0.00%
INDUSTRIAL 16.13% 41. 67% 17.31% 25.71%
(n=10) (n=15) (n=9) (n=9)
Textiles 3.23% 11.11% 3.85% 8.57%
Leather trades 3.23% 16.67% 9.62% 2.86%
Food Processing 0.00% 0.00% -0.00% 2.86%
Shipbuilding 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%
Metal crafts 4.84% 2.77% 0.00% 2.86%
Furniture 1.61% 2.77% 0.00% 5.71%



























TOTAL (n=62) (n=36) (n=52) (n=35)
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members had been baptized as infants, and of the 164 members of the
society who grew up in Charlestown, 141 (85.98%) had at least one parent
in full communion.48 Moreover, the society included many fathers and
sons, brothers and cousins: three-fifths (117) of society members
hailed from only thirty-two Charlestown families.49 The backbone of the
society, these were also key families in the church. In over half of
these devotional society families, one or two previous generations had
been affiliated with the church, and another 40 percent could point to
three or four generations of family membership at Charlestown First.50
This legacy of family persistence in church affiliation gave
special meaning to the young men's society as a covenantal gathering.
Among its members the society claimed the descendants of church
founders, deacons, ministers, and early settlers of the 1630's and
1640's. Equally important, many members' had relatives who had
consolidated family ties to Charlestown First in the major covenant
renewals of the late seventeenth-century. 51 Just as certain core
families dominated society membership, so too their covenantal legacies
480f the 'known' society cohort of 182, 21 came from families outside of
Charlestown. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-54;
Genealogical sources, n. 21.
49Family here meaning larger kin group, but delimited by surname. Some
families contributed only two names to the society's long roster, but
others claimed over a dozen members. Of society members, 39.7% were the
only family representative; another 16.49% were one of two family
representatives; another 15.98% had two to four relatives in the
society. One-fifth (20.67%) of the society came from families with
between six and eight boys in the group. Genealogical sources, n. 21.
SOIntergenerational persistence in church membership for core families
of the young men's society: 56.25% (18) with one or two previous
generations in full church membership; 40.63% (12) with three or four
previous generations in full church membership; (n=32). Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-55; Genealogical sources, n. 21.
SlOf the core families in the society, 34.38% (11) had ancestors
admitted into church fellowship between 1632 and 1645; (n=32). For
examples of families whose intergenerational cycles of affiliation
included involvement in major church renewal see Call (1640, 1662,
1687), Larkin (1639, 1675) and Newell (1647, 1681). Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-55.
l
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shaped the society's self-image. Members of Charlestown's young men's
group, I would argue, saw themselves as part of a specific traditionJ as
heirs to the special covenantal legacy handed down from first-generation
saints.
This allegiance the society manifested in various ways. The
society most frequently inducted as members those with long-standing
church connections; it adopted much of the institutional protocol of the
visible church. Yet members' own patterns of church affiliation reveal
some of the complexities in their sense of covenantal identity.
Baptized as infants, these boys had been confirmed within the bonds of
church covenant; in time, more than half of them would become full
communicants themselves.52 But even though their participation in the
devotional society suggested a lively interest in things spiritual,
only about one in twenty-five actually renewed covenant at Charlestown
First. Why did members of the young men's society forego this
opportunity for public profession? Perhaps because their sense of
communal identity actually left them in a somewhat ambiguous relation to
the institutional church during the days of their youth.
That the young men of the society accepted the validity of half-way
covenanting seems clear. In many of their families, covenant renewals
in the late 1600's provided vital links in the covenantal chain. But
family and church traditions also tended to discourage these youth from
renewing covenant themselves. Old church families in Charlestown
typically used the renewal in a specific way: as a form of household
520f the society cohort (182), 58.79% (107) eventually became church
members. Of 102 who joined at Charlestown Church, the median age was 20
years, and 45 are known from genealogical records to have been single at
the time of their admission. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Genealogical sources, n.21.
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dedication where parental profession and infant baptism were
conjoined.53 In the 1690's, some of the society's earliest members
would have witnessed several unmarried persons entering covenant. But
these could not have served as role models as they were "outsiders"
welcomed to Charlestown First under the policies of an "open church.,,54
History had invested "owning the covenant" with meanings which made the
ritual inappropriate for these young men. In withholding themselves,
society members were at once conforming to family expectations and
avoiding a ritual whose public association in Charlestown was with the
'open' church.
The young men's society had its own attractions. It provided the
most important benefits of institutional fellowship--explicit
covenanting, mutual oversight and discipline. And it offered some
things the eighteenth-century church could not. Society members had a
chance to perform 'adult' religious roles despite their youth. 55 Even
had they renewed covenant at Charlestown First, they would only be
subjects of discipline, not dispensers of it, nor would they have the
right to vote in church affairs.56 But in the society, these youth set
the agenda, watched over the conduct of members and, especially
important, controlled access to membership itself. Unlike the local
church after 1700, the society had the formal apparatus it needed to
select and sustain members in a more exclusive covenantal fellowship.
53Chap. IV and V.
54Chap. V.
55The special responsiveness of early eighteenth-century New England
youth to suggestions of their importance in public religious life is
illustrated by Jonathan Edwards' experience in Northampton. See, Tracy,
Jonathan Edwards. Pastor, pp. 91-108.
56It may be that the society alone had any hope of being effective as an
agency of discipline: by the early eighteenth century, formal church
discipline was a rarity in Charlestown. See "Records of the First
Church," NEHGR 25 (1871), 66-67.
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Gender specificity was an important ingredient in the society's
make-up. Over the years, certain Charlestown families had shown a
strong penchant for male public religious commitment. Between 1650 and
1700, the number of female admissions to Charlestown First far
outstripped the number of male admissions. But "sons of the church,"
second or third-generation church members, always accounted for a good
proportion of those males who were admitted.57 (Women's ranks usually
included a much larger proportion of newcomers to church membership.) 58
And there were other continuities in male church membership. In certain
church families, husbands carried on the family legacy by initiating
church membership for their own households.59 A few families were
exemplary in this regard. In some lines of the Call, Cutler,
Frothingham, Kettell, Phipps, and Rand families, church affiliation was
571150ns of the church" as a proportion of all males admitted: 21.43%
(3/14) in 1650-54, 33,33% (3/9) in 1655-59, 45.45% (5/11) in 1660-64,
50.00% (8/16) in 1665-59,53.33% (8/15) in 1670-74,57.14% (8/14) in
1675-77,37.50% (6/16) in 1680-84,37.50% (6/16) in 1685-89,37.50%
(3/8) in 1690-94, 63.64% (7/11) in 1695-99. Records of the. First Church
in Charlestown, pp. 248-50; Genealogical sources, n. 21.
58"Daughters of the church" as a proportion of all females admitted:
20.00% (5/25) in 1650-54,23.81% (5/21) in l655-59, 35.00% (7/20) in
1660-64,50.00% (16/32) in 1665-69,53.57% (15/28) in 1670-74,42.11%
(16/38) in 1675-77, 28.57% (10/35) in 1680-84, 26.09% (6/23) in 1685-89,
50.00% (7/14) in 1690-94, 41.38% (12/29) in 1695-99. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 248-50; Genealogical sources, n. 21.
59This tendency actually became more pronounced in the late seventeenth
century, quite contrary to the overall trend in admissions. In 26.53%
(13/49) of the second-generation households admitted at Charlestown
First between 1660 and 1674, the husband alone possessed family ties
with the church; in 38.46% (5/13) of these households spouses co-
covenanted and in 23.08% (3/13) of them the husband preceded the wife or
was the only spouse in membership. For the period 1675 and 1689, these
proportions were 10.53% (2/19) co-covenanting and 42.10% (8/19) with the
husband preceding the wife or as the only spouse admitted to membership
out of 38.78% (19/49) of second-generation households. For the period
1690~99 these proportions were 12.50% (1/8) co-covenanting and 62.50%
(5/8) with the husband preceding the wife or as the only spouse admitted
out of 38.095% (8/21) of second-generation households. Records of the
First Ch·urch at Charlestown, pp. 249-50; Genealogical sources, n. 2l.
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patrilineally-defined across several generations.60 All were familiar
names in the young men's group.
Overall, families associated with the devotional society had an
impressive history of male church affiliation. Almost half of the
society had fathers who were in full communion; about two-thirds of
society members went on to be admitted as communicants themselves.61
But this static picture should not obscure the fact that the late 1690's
in particular was a time of considerable public religious activity for
the male members of Charlestown's devout families. Almost two-thirds of
all men admitted to full communion between 1695 and 1699 were "sons of
the church. ,,62 Moreover, in a clear departure from recent practice,
men accounted for almost half of all renewers of covenant in these
years.63 The founding of the young men's group in 1703 may have been
part of this same impulse for renewal. Awakened to their spiritual
concerns, older, married sons followed family tradition in turning to
church rituals, whereas younger sons found their covenantal identity
best affirmed in society membership.64
60Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-55; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
610f the 164 society members from Charlestown, 16.46% (27) had only
fathers in communion, 32.32% (53) had both parents in communion, and
37.195% (61) had only mothers in communion~ Records of the First Church
in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Genealogical sources, n. 21.
62See, n. 56, above.
63Males as proportion of renewers of covenant: 30.00% (3/10) in 1675-
77, 37.04% (10/27) in 1680-84, 25.00% (9/36) in 1685-89, 12.50% (3/24)
in 1690-94, 45.83% (11/24) in 1695-99. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 49-51.
640f those men admitted in 1695-99 for whom marital status is known,
88.24% (15/17) were married, and all male renewers of covenant (11/11)
were married. After 1700, the number of half-way covenanters fell off
to an average of 4.7 per annum in 1700-09 and 7.5 per annum in 1710 to
1713, and four-fifths of these were women. During the first five years
of the society, 1703 to 1708, not a single male joined the church in
lesser communion. The ritual became, once again, overwhelmingly the
province of married women, most of whom brought children to baptism.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 44, 160.
Once established, the young men's society made possible new
patterns of religious sociability in these families. For the Millers,
society membership became incorporated into an already well-established
family tradition of male involvement. James Miller was admitted to
Charlestown First in 1676. His son, Richard (1684-1755), was among the
society's first members. By the time grandson Richard (baptized 1719)
was a society member, his parents had been full communicants in the
church for several years.65 For two generations, male religious
commitment was expressed first in the society, then in the institutional
church.
In other families, the religious activities of fathers and sons
seem interdependent. Joseph Hopkins (1689-1739) joined the young men's
society sometime before 1711; his father was from Boston; his mother was
a Long, descended from one of Charlestown's founding. families. Joseph
was admitted to full communion in 1731, just about the time his eldest
son (baptized 1718) probably began his years with the young men's
society.66 In the Larkin family, a coincidence in church and society
membership characterized the relations of three generations. Edward
Larkin (b. 1669), chairmaker, was a third-generation Charlestownian.
His mother was from a founding family of the church [Hale]; his paternal
grandparents had joined the church in the late 1630's. Edward became a
65James's father, Richard, was admitted as a Charlestown inhabitant in
1637, and never joined the church (as did his wife) before moving to
Cambridge. James's wife, Hannah George Miller, was the church's first
"enterer into covenant" in 1677. Middlesex County Probate Records, 1st
ser., #15188, BPL; Records of the First Church at Charlestown, pp. 247-
48; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, II, 672-73.
66According to his inventory, the elder Hopkins owned two Bibles and
many small books and pamphlets, and had an estate worth £284.6.9 st.
Middlesex County Probate Records, 1st ser., #11830, BPL; Records of the
First Church at Charlestown ..pp. 247-55; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates,
I, 516-17.
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communicant at the church in 1717, the last year in which his own son,
Edward, Jr. (1696-c.1752) was participating in the society. The next
generation followed suit. Edward, Jr. was admitted at Charlestown First
in 1736; his eldest son (baptized 1719) was a society member in the mid-
1730'5.67 The Hopkins and the Larkins illustrate an intriguing
pattern.68 In these families, church admission was keyed to events in
the family life cycle, but in different ways for the two sexes. While
mothers tended to seek admission when there was a child to be baptized,
fathers may have timed their church admission by the coming of age of
the eldest son. When sons covenanted with the religious society perhaps
they encouraged their fathers to assume their own covenantal
responsibilities.
Intragenerational continuity also characterized family involvement
within the young men's society. Many brothers became members of the
society, yet when and how they did so varied considerably from family to
family. The sons of cooper Elias Stone, Jr, (1687-1757) were so close
in age that they would have attended meetings together in the 1720's and
1730'S.69 The Woods brothers, Thomas (b. 1708) and David (1710-1797),
from a less prosperous family, were members during these same years when
they were apprenticed respectively to a baker and a joiner.70 But
William (b. 1707) and his brother, Issac (1719-1787), the only sons of
merchant William Smith to survive to adulthood, followed a very
67The first Edward Larkin, a wheelmaker, was admitted as inhabitant in
1638 and to the church in 1639; his son, John, a turner, married Joanna
Hale who was admitted in 1675 and had three children, including Edward
(age 6) baptized. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-
55; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, II, 599-600.
68Lacking precise dates of entry into society membership for sons it is
impossible to test this hypothesis systematically.
69wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, II, 906-07.
70wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, II, 1044-47.
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different pattern. Twelve years apart, their participation within the
society reflected distinct personal experiences. william, who entered
Harvard College in 1717, probably continued in the Charlestown group
whenever he was in town. In 1723, he was admitted to Charlestown First;
by the early 1730's, he occupied the Weymouth pulpit. Issac joined the
young men's group much later, shortly after the death of his father in
1730, perhaps on the advice of his new brother-in-law, himself a recent
member. 71 For these families and others like them, the young men's
society became an important source of cohesiveness. On Sabbath evenings
it reunited siblings who, apprenticed in distinct trades, were apart
during the week. Others separated by the order of birth found in
society membership a common experience which drew siblings of different
ages or propensities together.
Society and families were interwoven even more intricately than
these patterns suggest. Marriage enlarged the kin network, binding more
families to each other, the church, and the community. Many members
came to the society already interrelated by marriage, and a surprising
number chose spouses from within this same pool. These connections are
so extensive, the society might be considered a clustered community of
kin.
Three Charlestown families who together accounted for twenty-eight
members of the young men's group illustrate many of these
characteristics of family involvement. Many males members of the
Kettell (Figure 6.1) and Call (Figure 6.2) families belonged to the
society. In the Rand family (Figure 6.3), participation was less
71upon his death, William Smith, Sr. 's inventory was £1220 st. Issac
became a well-to-do merchant. Records of the First Church in
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widespread or predictable: no one line showed the persistence of the
Rand and Kettell clans.72 Church membership, which had bound all of
these families in covenant in the first two generations, also became a
more individualistic matter for grandsons and greatgrandsons. Still,
all three families retained extensive ties with Charlestown First
through the third and fourth generations. Intermarriage among them, and
with other families of the devotional society, helped to insure a
continuity in public religious commitment. William Kettell (1681-1719),
his wife Abigail Rand (b. 1680), and her second husband, Thomas Call
(1662-1739), provide but one example of the extensive kin connections
which were the underpinnings of the youth group's covenantal identity.
For members who hailed from other towns, this bundle of
credentials--familial and occupational, church and community ties--
became a passport for entry into the Charlestown society. About one in
six members were from other communities. Most of these lone sons, come
from inland towns, the Cape, and even Connecticut to serve their
apprenticeships, were welcomed by Charlestown relatives.73 Several were
descendants of the town's first settlers who had moved on to found the
communities of Malden, Woburn, and Stoneham.
Such was the case with Samuel Sprague (1720-1803) of Stoneham. The
third of that name in the area, Samuel's great-grandfather was Ralph
Sprague, founder of Charlestown and its church, and an early settler in
72Sources for the charts include: Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I,
166-73, 381-94; II, 574-84, 782-98; Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 40-44, 160-63, 247-48; Charlestown Town Records, Reel
#191, BPL. Intermarriages with two other families of major importance
in the society, the Kidders and the Frothinghams, are also noted in the
family charts. See also Stafford, A Genealogy of the Kidder Family
(Rutland, Vt., 1941).
73Some of the communities represented were Bradford, Cambridge, Concord,
Ipswich, Lexington, Marblehead, Medford, Newbury, Reading, and Rowley.
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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the outlying districts. Samuel's grandfather, a blacksmith, held minor
town offices in Charlestown and a seat in the meetinghouse; his great
uncle, Richard Sprague (d. 1703), a wealthy sea captain and merchant,
left generous legacies to his nephews, four silver sacramental tankards
to the church and, to the town, several properties for support of the
poor. In Malden, and later Stoneham, Samuel's father served the church
as a ruling elder, and the boy grew up in a godly household well-
supplied with Bibles and religious pamphlets. When he came to
Charlestown to learn the blacksmith's trade, his family's reputation
preceded him. In fact, within the young men's society itself, three
uncles (by marriage) and a cousin had been members. Samuel Sprague, we
can be sure, needed no letter of introduction.74
Family connections, then, helped secure many a young man's place
within the society. Its intimate connection with certain families gave
the group a remarkable cohesion; it also made it sensitive to the
vicissitudes of family life. Each household had its own story: when we
examine family patterns' of religious activity more closely, we see that
society membership, like church membership, reflected very individual
needs and concerns.
Among the Austin clan in Charlestown were the two households of
Ebenezer (1662-1723), a prosperous sadler, and his younger brother,
74Charlestown, Massachusetts, Early petitions, 1725-1819,. NEHGS; Wyman,
Genealo~ies and Estatea, II, 887-93; George W. Chamberla~n, The Spragues
of Malden, Massachusetta (Boston, 1923), pp. 125-27, 140-41, 179-81;
Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 3, 17, 66, 93, 170-73:
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James (1680-1741), a local innholder.75 Both men had been baptized,
along with four other children, when their parents co-covenanted at
Charlestown First in 1670. Both had sons who were active in the young
men's society. Ebenezer, Jr. (1704-1742) was the first to join,
followed by brother Timothy (1710-1787) and Samuel (1721-1792); James's
sons probably were members during the same years as Ebenezer's younger
sons. Nevertheless, society membership involved rather different
experiences for the boys.
Ebenezer and his wife were full communicants at Charlestown First
by the time their eldest son was attending the young men's society.
While in his household only the wife maintained a formal tie with the
church, James's will opened with the convicted puritan's characteristic
submission and hopes "for Mercy thro the Merits of my Dear Redeemer."
If such religiosity implies that the fathers encouraged their sons'
membership, perhaps something of the impact of the society itself might
be inferred from the sons' later involvement in the church. Ebenezer,
Jr. 's future association with Charlestown First seems ambiguous: his
members. Nor were James's two boys ever members, though one had a wife
children were baptized there, yet neither he nor his wife became
who owned the covenant. By contrast, Timo~hy, Ebenezer's middle son,
cemented social contacts with his future in-laws through the young men's
75If the first Richard Austin, who disembarked in 1638, was the
progenitor, Ebenezer and James were third generation. Ebenezer rose
through the ranks of town offices to hold the position of representative
in his 58th year; he owned part of a mansion in the marketplace and two
other houses on the peninsula; his personal wealth placed him in the
upper-middle ranks, but as an artisan, he would have been considered at
the top of his trade. Sources for the Austins include: Middlesex
County Probate Records, 1st ser., #526, BPL; Charlestown Town Records,
Reel 191, BPL; Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48;
Wyman, Genealogies and Estates. I, 28-29; Moore and Day, comp., The
Descendants of Richard Austin, p. 12.
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group, married a young woman already in full communion, and followed her
into membership many years later.
For Ebenezer, Jr. and his cousins, society membership perhaps
helped sustain some religious commitment; in Timothy's case, it actively
contributed to the making of a godly match. Yet, ultimately, paternal
example may have been the most important influence on the Austins'
religious behavior as adult men. James's sons adopted his posture,
never undertaking any explicit covenanting with the church, while
Ebenezer's son, Timothy, like hia father, waited until his mid-forties
to join the church. Perhaps Ebenezer, Jr., would have done the same had
he not died prematurely at the age of thirty-eight.
But what of Ebenezer's youngest son? When a toddler of two years,
Samuel's father passed away. Raised by his mother, his experience at
home differed from that of his older brothers. Samuel, especially, may
have relied upon his peer group for support. The society may even have
been instrumental in his conversion: he became a full communicant at
Charlestown First at the tender age of seventeen. And after his
covenanting with the church, Samuel had several more years in which to
enjoy the spiritual and social companionship of the young men's
society.76
For the Davis clan, the young men's society played a more dramatic
role in promoting religiosity, especially among male members of the
family. Zechariah Davis (1688-1745) was a Charlestown hatter and
76For sources, see n. 75, above.
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sometime chandler who belonged to the society in its first decade.77
His mother, who was admitted to Charlestown First in 1677, was a
granddaughter of church founders [Converse], but the rest of the family
had very tenuouS church relations indeed. The progenitor, Barnabas
Davis (1599-1685), was neither church member nor freeman, and
Zechariah's father and several uncles were similarly uninvolved. In
part, mobility was to blame: the family settled at one time or another
in Narragansett, Scituate, Rowley and sudbury, as well as in
Charlestown. Still, the Davises apparently maintained secular
connections with the peninsula, but may have neglected church membership
in any community. At least two of zechariah's cousins came of age
unbaptized. All in all, the Davis family, especially its menfolk, stood
at a distance from the institutional church.
Zechariah's involvement in the young men's society during his teens
and early twenties marked a turning point. Soon after his marriage, he
covenanted with Charlestown First in lesser communion; then he seems to
have acted as family recruiter for the group. It may have been
Zechariah who guided his cousin, John Davis (b. 1698) to the society
shortly after the boy's father died; by the early ·1730's, his own sons,
along with another cousin, were carrying o~ the tradition of society
membership. Like their contemporary, Samuel Austin, zechariah's two
sons and nephew converted and were admitted to the church early in life,
77In 1720, Davis appeared among the lower-middle taxpayers on Thomas
Call's list despite the fact that he held woodlots and other lands near
the Mystick River. The families' geographic mobility and complicated
property transfers make their economic fortunes and ties to the
peninsula difficult to trace. On the family see Sumner Augustus Davis,
"Descendants of Barnabas Davis, Son of James," typescript, NEHGS, pp.
11-12; wyman, Cjenealoqies and Estates, I, 279-81; Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Crandall and Coffman, "Charlestown
Inhabitants," 26.
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in fact, during their years of participation in the society. All three
also found spouses among the sisters of their devotional society
companions. The Davises continued to be a mobile family: by the mid-
17201s, Zechariah was in Concord, and thus sent his sons back to
Charlestown for their apprenticeships. But through his efforts, and the
agency of the young men's society, family ties to the church by the
1730's were more secure than in any previous generation.
In New England, covenants often made explicit pre-existing
realities. Most members of the young men's society belonged to a select
group long before they bound themselves to one another. Sons of
artisans, children of the church, heirs of Charlestown's godly families,
they embodied the religious commitment of many generations. But their
society membership did more than reaffirm these relations: it also
engaged these youth in a creative task.
In many respects, the society was a curosity. Both extra-familial
and extra-ecclesiastical in nature, it was nevertheless intimately tied
to these traditional institutions and dependent upon them for its sense
of covenantal identity. But the society also provided its members with
an alternative to church fellowship, indeed compensated for certain
deficiencies in eighteenth-century church life. In it, Charlestown
youth also assumed by and for themselves some of the privileges and
responsibilities for religious nurture typically assigned to parents and
masters. Ultimately the society encouraged new traditions of male
religious activity both outside and within families. For some, society
membership merely sustained religious commitments, while for others it
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became the means to an extended and enhanced involvement in
Charlestown's godly community and in the local church.
If we picture its youthful members poised between their pasts and
futures, the society seems a bridge between the spiritual settings of
hearth and church. But the young men's group did more: in affirming
the importance of members' experiences as it found them, it implicitly
acknowledged a certain integrity in youthful religiosity. As an
institution of religious sociability, the young men's society defied the
customary boundaries separating 'private' and 'public' in puritan
devotion. In it, we see an older tradition of 'private' religious




Confident of themselves, Charlestown's young men's group reached
out to others of their generation. Once every two months, they prayed
for "the Conversion and Salvation of the Rising Generation," especially
"Among the Young People in the Town and Church or Congregation to which
we belong."l Were the prayers of the society answered? By studying
successive groupS of members between 1703 and 1737, we can discover not
only how the society figured in the spiritual development of these young
men, but what impact it had on the religious life of the larger
community. 2
1703 to 1720
more than six youthS, but by 1705 over a dozen names appeared on its
When founded in 1703, the young men's society probably numbered no
membership roster.3 These sons of blacksmiths and shipwrights,
shoemakers and tailors, coopers and joiners, were themselves apprentices
in the trades. Some members had fathers who served in minor town
lSmith-carter Family papers, Reel 1, MHS.2
Me
mbers were grouped according to tentative date of admission to the
society; this was established by comparing placement in the
[chronological?] sequence of the membership list with genealogical
information concerning family line, date of birth and date of marriage.
Smith-Carter Family Papers, Reel 1, MHS; wyman, yenealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim. For a more complete listing of genealogical materials
see Chapter VI, n. 21.3Cotton Mather thought two or three might found a reforming society, but
called seven to eleven a "fit" number; see, Mather, Methods and Motives
for Societies to Suppress Disordek~ (Boston, 1703).
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offices as cutters of staves or tythingmen, but Deacon Kettell's son and
nephew were also among the company. Though still in their minority,
these lads claimed a certain status locally by virtue of their lineage:
most were third-generation Charlestownians.4
All of the Charlestown members in fact had at least one parent in
full communion at the local church, and most had grandparents who were
communicants, too. Born in the 1680's, many of these boys had been
baptized during the family covenant renewals of the late seventeenth
century. Robert Cutler (1683-1717), namesake of a local blacksmith and
militia officer, grandson of a church deacon, was the first to subscribe
his name to the group's articles of covenant.5 If the society thus
represented a select gathering drawn from Charlestown's godly
households, it nevertheless showed a receptivity towards youth with less
conventional backgrounds. An apprentice who commuted from Boston's
North End and later married a Charlestown girl was accepted as a
member. 6 And John Hovey joined the company either just before or
shortly after his baptism in 1704 at twenty years of age.7
While at a different point in his life as a Christian, Hovey
apparently had a great deal in common with others in the young men's
group. During the autumn of 1703, half of the original members of·the
society were themselves preparing to covenant with the Charlestown
Church.8 For its founders, then, participation in the young men's
4The median age in 1703-04 of the earliest group of members (n=13) was
19 years. wyman, ~enea1o~ies and Estates, I and II, passim.
5Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-48; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I, 254-55.
6William Parkman, father of Rev. Ebenezer Parkman. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 250-54; Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates,
I, 222; II, 730.7"Record Book of the First Church," NE.IiGR 29 (1875), 293; Wyman,
Genea1o~ies and Estates, I, 521.S;;;~;d;of the First Church in Charlestown, p. 251.
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society may have been the first public statement of personal religious
concern, but it was also a preface to formal institutional involvement.
The prompt admission of three of its members to full communion bode well
for the group's success as a "nursery" for the church. These youthful
saints might naturally be accorded a certain respect within the society
because of their spiritual maturity and tested purity. In the early
days, then, church and society were closely interrelated arenas of
public profession.
In the next decade, however, the youths who joined the young men's
society brought different expectations to the group and fashioned
distinct experiences within it. Not that the new crop of recruits
appeared so differen.t: their social portrait is almost identical to
that of the society's founders. New members admitted to the society
between 1705 and 1715 were third and fqurth-generation New Englanders
primarily of Charlestown descent. They carne from families whose record
of persistence in the local church was even more impressive. All the
boys from Charlestown who became involved in the society during these
years had at least one parent in communion, and four-fifths had
grandparents who were full church members as well.9
What distinguished these youths from the society's founders was
their own pattern of public religious activity. None of them proceeded
to membership at Charlestown First in proximate years of their admission
to the society; those few who became communicants after 1715 did so only
after they had married and ceased active membership in the young men's
9Some of the young men were in Charlestown to learn a trade but carnefrom Malden, Cambridge, Lexington, and Reading. Several of the 'core'
families in the society, such as the Calls, Rands, and Davises, had
their first involvement in the group during these years. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-55; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim.
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group.lO These facts had certain consequences for the internal dynamics
of the society; they also signalled the attenuation of ties between the
society and the local church.
What purpose was the society serving for these young men? As the
founding members married and established their own households, the young
men's group became the province of pious but as yet unconverted youths.
In time, young men perhaps were attracted to the society precisely
because it offered this kind of refuge. Conscious of their family
covenantal legacies and personally awakened to spiritual concerns, these
young men nevertheless lacked the spiritual maturity requisite for adult
status in the church. But in the society of young men they could take
their rightful place within a select and caring fraternity. For at
least a short period in their social and spiritual development, this
"private" society of peers became the center of their religious life.
For these members, the young men's society helped to preserve
covenantal bonds. The society's founding group was, we should remember,
spiritually precocious. Those who joined between 1705 and 1715
accomplished all that should be asked of them--they went on to follow
family example in their public religious behavior. Many of these boys
came from households where the mother was sole parent in the church
communion. In all cases where a young man's father was a full
100f 8 who moved away, 2 became church members and deacons in other
towns; of the dozen who remained in Charlestown, 6 joined the church
after having married and 5 others had wives who were in full communion;
and the fate of 4 others is unknown. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 251-55; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
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communicant, his admission had occurred after marriage.
11 The society
made a positive contribution if it helped these boys sustain family
patterns of church affiliation for another generation.
In the 1710's, the Charlestown community saw visible evidence that
the society was indeed serving the cause of piety. The median number of
new admissions to the church doubled during this decade,12 and both
former (now married) and current members of the young men's group were
prominent among the male admissions. In 1714 and 1715, two years of
significant increase for the church, at least six in ten males admitted
had past or on-going association with the devotional society. In 1719,
a year of more modest covenantings overall, this proportion was eight in
ten.13 These men may have been particularly noteworthy because of their
youthfulness: their median age at admission was about twenty-two
110f the 24 society members, no information at all is available for 3,
and another 5 are known to have come from outside of Charlestown. For
those 16 for whom Charlestown church connections can be checked, 7
(43.75%) had only their mothers in communion, 4 (25%) had only their
fathers in communion, 3 (18.75%) had both parents in communion, and 2
(12.5%) others had parents who had owned the covenant. Eecords Qf the
First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-55; wyman, Genealogies and EstQtes,
I and II, passim.12Medians for admission to full communion at Charlestown First: 8 for
1700-09, 16.5 for 1710-19. For 1713-19 the median was 26.5. Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 251-52.
13In 1714, 5 of 7 male admissions when total admission was 25; in 1715,
5 of 8 male admissions when total admission was 19. In 1719, .4 of 5
male admissions when total admission was 14. Cf. 1718 when total
admission was 22, 13 of those admitted were men, b~t only 1 (7;69%) man
had any devotional society ties. Records of the F1rst Church 10
Charlestown, pp. 251-52; wyman, Genealogies and Estatea, I and II,
passim.
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years.14 By the late 1710's, then, church-goers may have sensed a
causal connection between society involvement and church admission
relatively early in life. In fact, the truly observant would have
noticed that the experience of members new to the young men's society in
the late 1710's suggested a conyersionist potential for the group. Of
twenty-eight youth who joined the society between 1715 and 1719, twelve
proceeded into full communion before 1720, and most of them (83.33%)
were still single at the time of their admission to the church.15
In the young men's society of the late 1710's, as in the church
itself, a "mix'd congregation" was gathered. This could prove an
effective combination spiritually, particularly when providential events
precipitated a heightened religious concern. The harvests of new
communicants in 1713, 1717, and 1718, and the impressive number of adult
baptisms administered in the latter year may reflect Charlestownians'
response to reminders of their own mortality.16 Modern studies make no
mention of it, but smallpox threatened in 1717-1718 when a visitor from
New York brought the disease to town. And in 1718, Charlestown seemed
plagued by sudden deaths. Rev. Simon Bradstreet brought these
14For men with society associations (current and former members of thegroup) admitted in 1714-15, the median age was 22.9 years. This
comports well with male admissions in the New North Church between 1699
and 1717, where the median was 22 years. But this is lower than the
average age at admission in an agricultural community like Andover where
three-fourths of the men joining the church were older than 25 years.
See, Sarah Blank, "Ministers, Merchants, and Mechanics: Church and
Society in Eighteenth-Century Boston," unpublished manuscript; Philip J.
Greven, Jr., "Youth, Maturity, and Religious Conversion: A Note on the
Ages of Converts in Andover, Massachusetts, 1711-1749," Essex Institute
Historical Collections CVIII (1972), 127.
15Thus 42.9% (12/28) joined the church before 1720, and another 4 joined
in the early 1720's; 10 of the 12 joining in the late 1710's were
single. Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 251-52; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
16Mortality figures for 1713 appear to have been double the average for
the town in this decade. See, "A Record of Deaths in Charlestown,"
typescript, NEHGS.
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curiosities to the attention of his congregation several times in his
October lecture series.17
For Charlestown youths within the young men's group, the prods to
piety were even more immediate. Three Kidder boys were involved in the
society between 1714 and 1720: Samuel (b. 1694), his brother Stephen
(b. 1697), and their cousin John (1700-1735). In 1714, John's brother,
a youth of seventeen years, died. In 1718, Samuel passed away while
still in his early twenties.18 Here was striking evidence of the
necessity of early conversion. Perhaps the many youth who became full
communicants at the church in 1714 and 1719 testify to the impact of
these premature deaths on members of the society.
Such intimate details became increasingly important as the young
men's society took on a more "familial" character. By 1720, many
artisan families could point to the names of sons, siblings, or nephews
on the society's roster. In the late 1710's, the young men's group had
occasion to mourn the death of two of its founding members, the passing
of its first 'generation.' Yet the extensive intermarriage among
families represented in the society promised a new generation of sons
who could follow in their footsteps.19
Whether the society would prove a consistent agency of youthful
conversion was still uncertain in 1720. Yet, even in these early years,
the society of young men clearly had evolved into a gathering of obvious
17piary of Samuel Sewall, II, 904-05. Andover also witnessed a sudden,
unexplained rise in child mortality in 1718. See, Philip Greven, ~
Generations (Ithaca, 1970), pp. 186-87.
l~rds of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 251-52; Morgan H.
Stafford, A Genealo~y of the Kidder Family (Rutland, VT, 1941).
190f families represented in the society between 1703-1720, 11
intermarried; this included the alliances of 17 society members and
involved several of the 'core' families, i.e. Call, Kettell, Kidder, and
Rand. Wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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social and spiritual significance for certain families. Most members of
the society were born before the turn of the century; only in the late
1710's did fourth-generation Charlestownians begin to come into their
own in the group. Like other New Englanders, these Charlestown sons
clung to what they were and what they had by consolidating inheritances
and by maintaining family networks and position in the church and
community. 20 The distinctive institution of private religious life
which they created was well-suited to these ends. As much a call as a
response to piety, the young men's society served its members by
preserving them in their familial covenantal heritage.
The 1720's
The opening decades of the eighteenth century brought unsettling
changes to Charlestown. By the 1720's, the town was confronting
internal problems of social order and welfare. A new prison was built
in 1724, and vagrancy and poverty among the town's fishermen, mariners,
and their widows prompted the construction of an almshouse in 1728.
21
Social congestion brought unexpected emergencies: the local
schoolmaster reported that the privy was filled up. Supervision of new
public buildings, more complicated financing, and market regulation
over-burdened the selectmen, and the constables complained of excessive
responsibilities. Like Boston, Charlestown turned to committees and
town ordinances to get the job done". Town rowdies from the "Three
Cranes" tavern and mischievous schoolboys won their place in local
records. HOping to prevent any more petty vandalism, the town
2oCrandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 152-81.
21Frothingham, History of Charlestown, pp. 251-53; Crandall, "New
England's Haven port," pp. 194-206.
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prohibited in 1735 all "playing of football, flying stone, squibs or
snowballs" in the Charlestown streets.22
Charlestown was suffering under the shifting fortunes of the
seaport economy. During Queen Anne's War many artisans, merchants, and
seamen in the Bay area had benefitted from increased demand for vessels
and provisions. But the war's end ushered in a period of economic
constriction, and serious poverty emerged. The combination of defense
outlays, increased taxes, currency depreciation and inflation left many
seaport inhabitants struggling to maintain their position. For the
ordinary artisan and laborer, real wages fell; their relative decline
was documented, in the mid-1720's, by decreased property ownership and
material assets. After 1720, the Bay's economy was characterized by
long-term decline.23 Public building and housing construction seemed
positive signs, particularly for the many Charlestownians who worked in
the building trades.14 But the new poorhouses in Boston and Charlestown
gave concrete expression to some unpleasant sides of urban life.
In this same period, Charlestown witnessed important alterations in
its own self-definition. Their economic fate intertwined, Boston and
Charlestown nevertheless stood in uneasy relation, as the growing
commercial dominance of the one threatened the individuality and
integrity of the other. At its upper-most and lowest levels,
Charlestown society had split allegiances. Merchants held property on
both peninsulas and shifted residences back and forth; Charlestown
householders worried that sailors, dockworkers, and other transient
22charlestown Town Records, Reel #191, BPL.
23This summary of economic trends is drawn from Nash, Urban Crucible,
pp. 55-64, 112-13.24About one-fifth of the fathers of devotional society members and more
than one-quarter of sQciety members born before 1710 worked in the
building trades. See, Chap. VI, Tables 6.1 and n. 29.
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laborers, both more numerous and more unruly in Boston, would stream
acrOSS the Charles and roam their streets making trouble.25 Meanwhile,
community boundaries were disrupted. For generations, Charlestownians
residing near woburn and Malden had proved their loyalty to the
peninsula by sharing schools and consolidating funds to support them.
But by the 1720's, Charlestown seemed preoccupied with its own problems.
Soon isolated landowners beyond the "neck" began to annex themselves
informally to the agrarian towns closer by. In 1725 Stoneham was
founded, taking over a considerable tract of land previously under
Charlestown's jurisdiction; "Mystick-side" inhabitants were incorporated
into Malden the following year. After 1726, Charlestown possessed only
small strips of territory south of the Mystic River and a few scattered
farms on the mainland. In years of mounting public expenses, economic
uncertainty, and social unease about urbanization, the peninsula was
abandoned to itself.26
These changes set the tone of community life in the 1720's and
1730's. Yet other trends, demographic ones, affected the youth more
directly. Early piety, urged by the clergy "in so many ways of Pleading
and Pressing" that one would have thought "the Stock of persuasive
Considerations upon the subject, might have been Exhausted," found new
encouragement in the mortality figures of the early eighteenth
century.27 While Charlestown's vital records highlight critical years,
they are too uneven to establish precise patterns. Boston's rising
death rate might exemplify what was happening in the Bay area overall:
increasing population density was contributing to the spread of disease
25Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 188-89.
26Crandall, "New England's Haven port," pp. 210-14.27
Na
turally, Mather found the subject "Inexhaustibl~." Cotton Mather, A
£light unto a city of Refuge (Boston, 1716), pp. 26-27.
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and infection in the seaportso28 All eighteenth-century colonists may
have faced a more uncertain future,29 but the males of the third and
fourth generation were the real victims of the new mortalitYo30 Fate
had singled out New England's young men for a special interest in
eternityo
Against this backdrop of social, economic, and demographic change,
we can now place some rather climactic events. Smallpox swept
Massachusetts in 1721-1722: the epidemic spread from the Boston
waterfront to neighboring towns.31 A sharp rise in recorded deaths,
almost three-quarters of them explicitly attributed to the pox, marked
October to mid-March as the critical period in Charlestown. In late
December, 1721, the Charlestown selectmen directed the church sexton not
"on any account whatsoever, without order from them, to toll above three
28Judged against averages for each decade in Charlestown mortality
records, 1713, 1720-21, and 1730 were all years of surprisingly high
mortality in town. See, "A Record of Deaths," typescript, NEHGS.
Boston's death rate for the early eighteenth century was 36/1,000
compared with 46/1,000 in the mid-1720's (Nash, Urban Crucible, p. 104).
29However different their circumstances, inland towns also fared poorly
during these years. Mortality rates increased markedly in Andover after
1715, and life prospects for children born between 1700 and 1729 were
particularly discouraging. Compared with their fathers' genera~ion,
young men of the third and fourth generation were much more likely to
die before their nineteenth birthday, and far fewer would live beyond
their fortieth year. Greven, Four Generations, pp. 188-94.
30Three-quarters of society members were born between 1700 and 1729. In
Andover, at least, the death rate for women remained relatively steady,
though even it increased slightly in this period. Greven, ~
Generations, p. 194.31Boston was brought to a standstill in the summer of 1721: over half
of its inhabitants were afflicted before the disease was carried off to
Roxbury, Brookline, Cambridge, Medford and Charlestown. Duffy puts
mortality in Boston at one-in-seven; Nash, using a different figure for
population, places it at one-in-twelve. Nash, Urban Crucible, p. 103;
John Duffy, Epidemics in colonial America (Baton Rouge, 1953), pp. 49-
51.
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bells in one day for the burial of any persons. It being represented to
them a discouragement" to the sick and bereaved.
32
Over these months, Charlestownians were absorbed in a local drama.
Rev. Joseph Stevens, called "eloquent and fervent" in the pulpit by an
admiring Benjamin Colman, had assisted Simon Bradstreet in the
Charlestown ministry since 1713. In the dark days of autumn, 1721,
Stevens began a sermon series designed to console and convert. God's
providence, he told his congregation, was "calling off our Hearts and
Minds from ~ World, and engaging our Concern & Pursuits after
another." Envisioning a "better country, not Earthly but Heavenly,"
Stevens stressed the joys of unencumbered communion and unceasing
devotion. That worship delighted in by the devout in this world would
find its fullest expression "in that Eternal World, where our Communion
and Worship wil not be through the dark Vail of Ordinances but will be
immediate." In the heavenly communion of the saints, all would
"perfectly enjoy one another, without Reserves.,,33
Before Stevens could bring his sermon series to its forensic
climax, he and several members of his family fell to the smallpox.
"The sight was awfull to see," Samuel Sewall reported of the funeral,
with "the Father and then the daughter underhand by four; and then his
Sister carried to the Grave together.,,34 within a fortnight, Stevens'
widow and another child were dead. Little wonder that the minister's
discourses seemed "like a Kind premonition to him from Heaven of his
32Recorded deaths in Charlestown for 1721-22 were four times the average
for the decade. If the population on the peninsula was 4,000, about
3.13% died from the disease compared with Boston's 7.9%. "A Record of
Deaths," typescript, NEHGS; Frothingham, History of Charlestown, p. 250;
Nash, Urban Crucible, p. 103.33Joseph Stevens, bnother and Better Country (Boston, 1721), pp. 26, 55-
56, 61-62.34Diary of Samuel Sewall, II, 984-95.
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going thither." Redeem the time, eulogist Benjamin Colman advised the
abandoned Charlestown flock, just as Stevens had done in "trimming his
Lamp for the Bridegroom's coming. "35
If Charlestownians responded in mass spiritual awakening, there is
little evidence of it in the church's list of new communicants. A score
of new members joined in 1720 and 1724, but the median level of
admissions for the decade as a whole represented a slight decrease
compared with the 1710's.36 Admissions in 1728, the winter of the
famous earthquake, were the exception which proved the rule. Yet other
church rituals suggest a revived religious concern which seemed less
episodic in character. Seventy-five people, the large majority married
women, covenanted in lesser communion in the 1720's: this was a number
just short of the norm for the 1680's and 1690's. Moreover, by the late
1720's, "owning the covenant" had developed still another meaning in
religious life. Many Charlestownians, especially women, were using the
half-way covenant as part of a ritual of reconciliation wherein they
made public acknowledgement of a sin, usually fornication.37 In 1726
3SStevens, Another and Better Country, p. v~~.
36The median for admissions to full communion in 1720-29 was 16,
compared to a median of 16.5 for 1710-19. The year 1728 was truly
extrordinary: 65 new members were admitted. Records of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 252-53.
37From 1720 to 1729, 88% (66/75) of all covenanters in lesser communion
were women and 93.94% (62/66) of them were married. The first
confession of this type offered prior to owning the covenant was in
1701; many more occurred during the 1720's (19) and the 1730's (9).
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 161-62; Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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and 1728 in particular, such confessions were quite common' In half-way
covenanting ceremonies.38
The society of young men continued to supply Charlestown First with
new communicants. One-quarter of all society members (1703-1737) who
ever became part of the Charlestown communion were admitted during the
1720's. In 1721-1721 and 1724-1725 in particular, men with some
connection to the society accounted for the majority of male admissions
to the church.39 But what especially distinguished the 1720's was the
greater closeness which was developing once again between the society
and the institutional church. Many Charlestown youths took on
communicant status while still active in the devotional society.40 At
least one-quarter, perhaps as much as one-third, of all male subscribers
380berholtzer correctly interprets these confessions as themselves an
indication of piety; Mary Beth Norton reminds us that the preponderance
of women confessors (why not the male partner, too?) and the particular
sin repented of (a threat to the properly constituted family) was not
without significance. See, Emil Oberholtzer, Delinquent Saints:
Disciplinary Action in the Early congregational Churches of
Massachusetts (New York, 1955), p. 113; Mary Beth Norton, "The Evolution
of White women's Experince in Colonial America," 610.
39Years in which the proportion of male admissions accounted for by menwith devotional society associations (i.e., current and former members)
was at least one-half: 60% (3/5) in 1720, 50% (1/2) in 1721, 60% (6/10)
in 1724, 66.67% (2/3) in 1725. In 1728, males made up only about one-
fifth (14/65) of church admissions, and 28.57% (4/14) of them had
devotional society ties. Composite figures for this decade are 48.28%
(14/29) in 1720-24, 33.33% (11/33) in 1725-59. Eecords of the First
Church in Charlestown, pp. 252-53.40I am assuming here that continuing participation in the society was at
least possible as long as a member remained single. Even when we
include both current and former (now married) members in our
calculations, the youthfulness of those who once participated in the
society and proceeded into full communion during the 1720's is clear.
Median age at admission was 19.5 yrs. (1720), 21 yrs. (1724), 21.5 yrs.
(1727) and 21.5 yrs. (1728). Eecords of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 252-53; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and II,
passim.
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to the church covenant in the 1720's were lads who were spending their
Sabbath evenings at the young men's meeting.41
Such figures suggest that the young men's society was an effective
arena of conversionist activity during the 1720's. Many boys came to
the group, to saving faith, and into church fellowship in proximate
years, perhaps within a a very few months of intense spiritual growth.
Whether conversions took place within society meetings is impossible to
say. But these patterns open the possibility, and other facts of the
society's history during these years make it plausible.
Throughout the 1720's, death pricked the hearts of these youth.
The loss of his mother, his father, and two sisters in 1721-1722
probably helped to bring Ephraim Breed (1707-1739), heir to a mercantile
fortune, into the group.42 Several members were mourning the deaths of
siblings and parents during these years; among the dead were former
members of the society who had passed away while only in their late
twenties and early thi.rties. Death even gathered souls from among their
midst. On several Sabbath evenings in the early 1720's, the young men's
society faced the sudden absence of one of their own number as they
began their devotions.43
410f 25 men with society connections who were admitted into full
communion in the 1720's, 16 (25.81%) are known to have been single at
the time of their admission, and marital status is unknown for 5 others
(33.33%); (n=65). Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 247-
48; wyman, genealo~ies and Estates, I and II, passim.
42wyman, Genealo~ies and Estates, I, 120-21.
43Society members who died while still single ,were: , sam~el Badger(1703-1721), Samuel Calef (1697-1720), Zachar~ah Ch~cker~ng (1702-1724),
Benjamin Dowse (1695-1720), John Newall (1690-1728) or, (1692-1721), and
Thomas Rand (1702-1722). "Records of Deaths," typescr~pt, NEHGS; Wyman,
Genealo~ies and i~~:;~S'I, 44-45, 120-21, 212-13; II, 698; Anne Calef
Boardman, compo Calef of Boston and Some of His Descendants
(Salem, 1940); Wm. Bradstreet Homer Dowse, comp., Lawrence Dowse of
Le~bourne En~land (Boston, 1926).
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We can easily imagine the young men's society creating 'exempla'
from these members' biographies, not unlike the New England divines who
published funeral exhortations on occasions of youthful decease. A
certain devotional genre of the early eighteenth-century spoke directly
to these boys' concerns. William Cooper's recent The Service of God
(1726) was particularly apt. Here the Charlestown boys could read of a
godly apprentice like themselves who followed a disciplined regimen of
religious duties, delighted in the study of devotional works, and
participated faithfully in a neighborhood society of young men. In his
final illness, young Coney had left a legacy of hope to his North End
companions. "Tell 'em they have no need to be discourag'd at all; There
is Encouragement enough for them to go in the Way [of Religion] to the
End.,,44
Exhorted by their minister, reminded by devotional literature,
encouraged by the dying words of a fellow apprentice, stunned by the
personal loss of kin and companions, how could Charlestown's youth fail
response in the 1720's in an expanded membership and a more obvious
to heed the call to piety? The society of young men registered its
concern for conversion. Spiritually enlivened within the society,
members went on to embody these commitments in the formal act of church
covenanting. Did the institutional church, thereafter, become the focus
of their public religious life? I think not. Many members remained
single for several years after their admission to full communion. At
the very least the young men's group complemented church services; for
many its devotions must have been an integral part of Sabbath Day
worship.
44William Cooper, The Service of God. .a Sermon on the Occasion of the
Death of Mr. John Coney (Boston, 1726).
255
It seems clear that the society did even more. When society
members came forward to be received into full communion at Charlestown
First, they often came tOQether.45 Benjamin Reed (1698-1764) and Edward
Edes (1700-1723) were admitted to the church on a single day in August
of 1720; Richard Call (b. 1703), william Badger (b. 170-), and John
Webber (1703-1734) subscribed to the covenant on a Sabbath in March of
1724. AS they covenanted, these youth carried society relations with
them into the church communion. They thus invested the public ritual of
church-covenanting with a 'private' meaning, one whose source lay as
much in the shared experience of group renewal as in the changed heart
of the individual believer. These youth were discovering their personal
spirituality within a very specific, communal context. As the nexus of
their youthful spirituality, the young men's society apparently retained
their institutional loyalty. In joining the church, they sealed both a
personal and a corporate covenantal membership.
The 1730's
At Charlestown First, the 1730's brought somewhat of a lull in
church admissions. The average number of new communicants dropped to
half that of the 1720's; only in 1736 did admissions exceed the median
of the previous decade.46 Covenanters in lesser communion also
decreased, even though many married women, several self-confessed
45All five boys were single at the time of their admission to the
church; they ranged in age between 19 and 22 years; they were closely
clustered in the membership roll of the young men's society. Records of
the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 252-53; Wyman, Genealogies and
Estates, I and II, passim.
46The median for admissions,in 1730-39 was 11.5 per annum; for 1720-29,
the medi an was 16 per annum. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 247-48.
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fornicators among them, continued to favor this form of church
relation.47 The history of the young men's society in these years,
however, was very different indeed.
A spirit of revivalism was flowing through the society.
Participation seems to have expanded dramatically: between 1730 and
1737, as many as eighty-two boys may have subscribed to the society's
covenant. By all indications, the society of these years was also an
extraordinarily youthful gathering, more akin to the adolescent
'awakeners' of the 1740's than to the group's own founding generation.
In 1737, for example, many members were fifteen and sixteen years of
age, and some were as young as twelve and thirteen years.48 And a
surprising proportion of these youths soon had spiritual experiences
which would qualify them for communicant status within the church. At
least one-fifth, and perhaps almost one-third, of the boys who joined
the group in the 1730's were converted during the period of thei~ lives
when they were going to society meetings.49
Once again, "natural causes" may have proved a catalyst to
conversion. Death continued to cast its shadow on the Charlestown
community, on devotional society members and their families. In 1730,
47In the 1730's, 49 people covenanted in lesser communion, of whom 44(89.8%) were women; in the 1720's, 75 people covenanted in lesser
communion of whom 65 (86.67%) were women. Records of the First Church
in Charlestown, pp. 161-63.48The technique here is similiar to that used in estimating median age
for the society's founding group. In this case, 1737 was the ~
possible year in which members were admitted: Media~ age in 1737 for
the last 5 members listed was 13.5 yrs.; med~an age ~n 1737 for the last
13 members listed was 14.8 yrs. Smith-Carter Family Papers, Reel 1,
MHS; wyman, Qenealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
490f an (estimated) 88 new members in the 1730's,. at le~st 1~ (19.51%)
are known to have been admitted to Charlestown F~rst wh~le s~ngle, and
another 9 whose marital status is unknown might also have followed this
pattern (30.49%; 25/88). Smith-Carter Family Papers, Reel 1, MHS;
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 253-54; wyman,
Genealogies and Estatea, I and II, passim.
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.smallpox infected 124 Charlestown households, including many with
society connections. Diphtheria reached epidemic proportions throughout
New England in the mid-thirties, claiming most of its victims among
children below the age of puberty.50
Yet, religious enthusiasm may also have been abetted by a more
general intensification of relationships within the society. During the
Charlestown's artisan community and with certain of its families.
51
1720's, the society had become even more closely identified with
Siblings, cousins, and now ~ of earlier members were coming to the
became more and more integrated within familial traditions of religious
group. Intermarriage among these families meant society participation
involvement. By the 1730's larger social and demographic changes were
intruding upon the lives of these families. Many youths who were active
in the society and converted in the 1730's (like samuel Austin, son of
the prosperouS sadler) had fathers who died during their childhood or
their adolescence.52 other boys, like zechariah Davis' sons, came to
the society from Charlestown families which had recently migrated
elsewhere. The economic strains of the 1720's and 1730's had a profound
effect on the Bay area. Greater fluidity in occupation, residence, and
property holding tended to erode traditional social relations,53 even
within a 'rooted' artisan community like Charlestown's.
50s
m
allpox figures were compiled from "A Memorandum of those that had
the smallpox, 1730," in correspondence #1, Frothingham Papers, MHS.
Diphtheria is discussed in Duffy, Epidemics in "oloni.
,
Am£rioa, p. 55.
5lAmong the families new to the group in the 1720's were the Austins and
the Frothinghams. smith-carter Family papers, Reel 1, MHS.520ver one-third of those who joined the society in the 1730's had
fathers who were already deceased or who died during this decade.
wyman, ~nea1ogies and Estate~, I and II, passim.
53This argument is SUggested for Boston neighborhoods by Gerald B.
Warden in "The Distribution of property in Boston, 1692-1775,"
£erspectiyes in American Histor~ X (1976), 85, 104-05, 110-11.
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Under these pressures, the society of young men perhaps became less
an alternative to household devotions than a surrogate family. Many
youths must have felt the distance which adolescence imposed upon
them.54 The bonds between master and apprentice may have become more
limited and impersonal.
- - .Some members suffered the disruption of family
relations by death or emigration. All would have enhanced the
significance of the Sabbath evening gathering in a young man's life.
Society members of the 1730's probably came to the group with an unusual
eagerness for the companionship it offered, and in special need of
spiritual succor.
Ultimately, mobility and morbidity would impede the society's
effectiveness as an institution of social cohesion for the community.
Nine society members of the 1730's are known to have died before their
thirtieth birthdays; many others moved away, scattered south as far as
New Jersey, west to the inland towns of Massachusetts, and as far north
as Nova Scotia. Others are "lost" altogether beyond their childhood
records in Charlestown.55 Old Charlestown families like the Rands, who
had divided land among many generations, had little to promise these
fourth-generation sons.56 Many of the Rand boys moved on, finding wives
540n adolescence in the early eighteenth century see, Ross W. Beales,
"In Search of the Historical Child," American Ouarterly XXVII (1975),
385-87.
55Genealogical records suggest that the proportion of Charlestownians in
the society who eventually emigrated elsewhere was roughly 10% for the
members admitted in 1703-1709, 21.43% for members admitted in 1710-19,
30% for members admitted in 1720-29, and 15.72% for members of the
1730's. The low figure for the 1730's is due to a combination of
premature deaths (9 members) and the many members who are simply lost in
the records, probably ~ to mobility. Wyman, Genealogies and Estates,
I and II, passim.
56Nine in ten society members who joined in the 1730's were fourth-
generation New Englanders; the remainder were fifth generation. Wyman,
Genealogies and Estates, I and II, passim.
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and livelihoods in other communities.57 And yet, some families clung
tenaciously to the peninsula. Seven Frothinghams--sons of Thomas (1675-
1724) the wealthy shipwright; Nathaniel (1671-1730), a joiner; and
Samuel (1676-1762), cordwainer and church deacon--joined the young men's
group during the late 1720's and 1730's. One died young, another
entered the ministry and accepted a call to Connecticut, and a third
moved to New Hampshire. For those who stayed in Charlestown,
traditional patterns held sway: the Frothingham boys married sisters of
devotional society companions and went about their trades.58 But the
Frothinghams were the exception.
From the first, the young men's society had found strength and
;
resiliency in myriad informal reliations, both social and spiritual in
nature, which bound its members together. Did the "separation" of the
society in July of 1737 mean that its essential supports had eroded
irrevocably, that the foundations of this covenantal community had given
way? We need to take Issac Smith, who left us the society records, at
his word. The many youthful awakenings of the 1730's themselves were
posing a problem, a problem of numbers. Several dozen boys were
welcomed into the society in rapid succession between 1730 and 1737.
Since most joined while still in their early teens, they had many years
of active participation ahead of them. Far from disbanding, the young
men's society more likely "separated" into smaller covenantal groups in
1737. Society members sought an intimate gathering where youthful
spirituality could flourish. By separating, the society perhaps hoped
to preserve the conditions it deemed essential to meaningful communion.
57See, especially, John Rand's sons in Figure 6.3. Wyman, Genealogies
and Estates, II, 782-98; Crandall, "New England's Haven Port," pp. 250-
5l.
58Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I, 381-95.
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For vital piety was, indeed, a hallmark of Charlestown's young
men's society in the 1730's. At Charlestown First, men were a larger
proportion of new communicants in this decade.59 Certain years were
especially noteable in this regard,60 and it was men with devotional
society connections who were leading the way. Former or current members
of the young men's group accounted for half of male admissions to the
church in 1731 and 1739, for nine in ten men admitted in 1734, and for
~ of the men who became full communicants in 1736, 1737 and 1738.61
This was an extraordinarily youthful group of church covenanters--the
median age was just over eighteen years--and most were still unmarried
at the time of their admission to church fellowship.62 Particularly in
the late 1730's, the Charlestown's institutional church was depending
upon the young men's society for its Qlin covenantal vitality.
When the Great Awakening came to Charlestown in 1741, men with
society ties were among the throng of new communicants welcomed into the
church. But they represented a much smaller proportion of male
59Males as a proportion of admissions: 29.81% (62/208) in the 1720's,
45.098% (46/102) in the 1730's. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 253-54.
60Males as proportion of admissions: 72.73% (8/11) in 1731, 81.82%
(9/11) in 1734, 53.33% (8/15) in 1737, and 66.67% (2/3) in 1739. In the
1720's, 1723 was the only year in which men accounted for over half of
the new communicants (87.5%; 7/8). Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 253-54.
61Men with devotional society connections as a proportion of male
admissions: 50% (4/8) in 1731, 88.89% (8/9) in 1734, 100% (5/5) in
1736, 100% (8/8) in 1737, 100% (4/4) in 1738, and 50% (1/2) in 1739.
Records of the First Church in Charlestown, pp. 253-54.
62For example, median age at admission was 20 yrs. (1734), 18.5 yrs.
(1737), and 18 yrs. (1736). That proportion of the men with society
connections who are known to have been married at the time of their
admission to Charlestown First was only 25% (2/8) in 1734, 1737 (2/8)
and 1738 (1/4), and 50% (1/2) in 1739. Records of the First Church in
Charlestown, pp. 253-54; Wyman, Genealogies and Estates, I and. II,
passim.
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admissions than in the 1730's, and almost half were married men.63 If
this meant that the Spirit began to descend elsewhere in 1740-1741,
society members must be credited with preparing the way for its coming.
They undoubtedly helped to stir the hearts of other Charlestown youth;
other young converts of the early 1740's may even represent the first
fruits of societies born of the 1737 separation.
Even as it disappeared from the historical record, Charlestown's
society of young men left striking evidence of its importance in the
lives of its members. In correspondence of the early 1740's, Richard
Devens and Shippie Townsend displayed a capacity for intimate fellowship
with peers which perhaps grew out of their earlier experiences in the
Charlestown group.64 At the height of the Great Revival, former members
of the fraternity could be found gathered in little groups, subscribing
to the church covenant together. They gave vivid testimony that a
spiritual brotherhood continued to bind them, and their families, one to
the other.
630f 66 admissions to full communion in 1741, only 22 (33.33%) were men,
and 12 of these (50%) had former associations with the young men's
group. Of these 12, at least 5 (41.67%) were married. Records of the
First Church in Charlestown. p. 254.
64Richard Kettell to [Richard Devens], 26 September 1741 and Richard
Devens to Richard Kettell, 9 October 1741, in Correspondence #1,
Frothingham Papers, MHS; Shippie Townsend to S.P. Savage, June 1742, in
Savage Papers, MHS. Devens and Townsend were members of the young men's
society in the 1730's; Kettell was the cousin of several members (wyman,
GenealoQies and Estates, II, 580).
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Conclusion
Other communities in New England felt the "enlivening,
enlightening, comforting, converting, and confirming" effects of the
Spirit through "the Means of godly and pious Societies and
Conversations.,,65 But Charlestown has presented historians with a rare
opportunity to study how an important agency of piety like the young
men's group actually functioned. We have learned a great deal about the
lads who joined and what needs and expectations they may have brought to
society membership; we have seen what difference the society may have
made in their lives, both socially and spiritually. But the history of
the society of young men also sheds light on the larger relationship
which existed between key institutions of religious life in Charlestown-
-the family, the voluntary religious society, and the church.
At its founding in 1703, the young men's society served as anteroom
to the church as recently 'awakened' youths, many of them converts,
prepared for public covenanting rituals and the privileges of full
communion. But within its first decade, the society took on
recognizable social boundaries, broadened its spiritual scope, and
thereby altered its relation to the church. Most of the youth who
participated in the society between 1705 and 1715 became members at
Charlestown First only after they married. During their youth, they
were content in the ecclesiastical bonds fashioned by their baptisms.
The sacrament of their infancy had sealed a familial covenant which
extended back across several generations.
65Quoted in the resolutions of a late seventeenth-century society; see,
"A Dorchester Religious Society," NEHGR 60 (1906), 30-40.
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The society's own covenantal identity in some sense depended upon
the family traditions of church affiliation shared by most of its
membership. The society even seems to have celebrated this heritage,
adopting some aspects of the covenantal church order. Yet it never
sought to become an exclusive subset of Charlestown saints. Not all of
its members were from the town or its old churched families, nor did the
society identify its covenant with the believer's covenant of grace.
Its members accepted the covenantal terms of salvation and searched for
the evidence of covenantal promises fulfilled, but these were concerns
in which converted and unconverted, old residents and new, might feel
common cause.
During the 1710's, as the young men's society became publicly
associated with certain Charlestown families, it became guardian to
heirs of the covenant. Because of their family and church associations,
a 'godly' label was ascribed to many of 'these youths automatically.
Society membership further validated this status--in this sense, the
young men's group was performing symbolic functions for the community
more appropriate to a ~ublic institution. The society even had its own
alternative to certain ecclesiastical rituals: subscription to the
society's "Agreement" was a form of covenant renewal. Yet these boys
were also distinctive because of the fervency of their spiritual
commitment. Their piety was not solely a matter of inheritance. In the
society they sought intimate covenantal fellowship, a kind of ex~erience
which neither the family nor the church was providing.
In some respects the society fit within traditional patterns in
Charlestown religious life. For example, it further encouraged
alliances among godly households and helped to perpetuate particular
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habits of public religious activity within families. Yet, by embracing
its members within a radically different community of worship, the
society opened up new possibilities for their spiritual growth and
religious activity. In the 1720's and the 1730's, the conversionist
potential of the young men's group began to be realized. Younger and
younger members were experiencing saving faith; eventually, they sought
admission at Charlestown First. In both decades, but especially in the
1730's when new communicants were fewer overall, converts from the
society helped to sustain the local church. Society conversions
presaged, indeed perpared the way for, the Great Revival.
Over the years, series of fathers and sons, brothers and cousins,
appeared on the society's membership list. These clusters of kin, while
contributing to the intimacy of the gathering, also made it especially
vulnerable. In the 1720's, the smallpox epidemic took its toll among
society families, and the declining propects for New England youth in
general began to be regularly manifested in untimely deaths within the
society itself. Social and demographic conditions themselves stimulated
a deepening dependency between members: as relations within and among
Charlestown families were disrupted by morbidity and mobility in the
1730's, the society's bonds of fellowship took on a new intensity. More
than ever, Charlestown's godly families may have looked to the society
as a social and spiritual refuge for their sons. The young men's group
did more than complement the devotional life of the family: it
supplanted the family as the critical arena of religious nurture for
these boys during their adolescence. Ultimately, the flood of awakened
youth which came into the young men's group required the society's
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"separation" in 1737 so that meaningful spiritual communion would not be
sacrificed to growth in numbers.
However important its continuing associations with family and
church, Charlestown's soci~ty of young men was an autonomous
institution. In some respects working in harmony with the local
ecclesiastical establishment, in others ways it clearly acted
independently and, on occasion, according to different priorities. For
example, the society exemplified a religious impartiality characteristic
of much of eighteenth-century religious culture by its inattention to
denominational distinctions.66 In the 1730's, its membership included
sons from two Charlestown families who had recently joined Christ Church
(Anglican) in Boston.67 For at least some of its members, society
association had become the primary means to understanding what being a
member of Christ's body was all about. Once they converted, society
members did not forsake their loyalty to the group; rather, many
asserted this sense of connection within the very rituals which
established them in church covenant. Even among some of those whose
years of active participation in the society were over, we see this
pattern persisting. These young men had shaped their own religious
identities in a society of siblings and peers, outside the local church
660n this point see, Patricia U. Bonomi and Peter R. Eisenstadt, "Church
Adherence in the Eighteenth-Century British American Colonies," William
and Mary Ouarterly 3rd. Ser., XXXIX (April 1982), 247.
67william Abraham (1722-1771) and Richard Devens (1721-1807) were both
eldest children baptized in Charlestown, but all of their siblings were
baptized at Christ Church. See, Christ Church Records, MHS.
No Charlestown families with sons in the young men's society were
members at King's Chapel or Trinity Church [Anglican], or at the Baptist
Church. But relatives of certain society members, notably the Cutlers,
Dowses, and Phipps, were attached to the Boston Anglican churches.
participation in the devotional society appears to have been one of
several characteristics (including occupation, wealth, and
denominational attachment) which distinguished different branches of
these families: See King's Chapel Records, MHS; First Baptist Church,
List of Members, 1665-1838, MHSi Trinity Church, Mss Archives, NEHGS.
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and apart from the families who raised them. Ultimately, the bonds of
Christian fellowship created there outlived even the particular lay
institution which had fostered them.68
Charlestown First was a Congregational Church with a tradition of
institutional flexibility. In the early eighteenth century it invited
varieties of religious participation from the surrounding community.
Sabbath Day worshipers and auditors at weekday lectures, adult and
infant baptizands (with or without benefit of explicit covenanting),
renewers of covenant and confessors of sin, new communicants, and even
betrothed couples looking to be married by a minister--all were
welcome.69 And yet, even given this comprehension in ecclesiastical
conception and practice, a 'private' institution of religious life
offering an alternative communal experience flourished in Charlestown.
It may be true that some Charlestown youth were attempting to
recreate for themselves a kind of covenantal communion which they
associated with the churches of the founding generation. Some may even
say that the eighteenth-century church was destined to disappoint the
truly pious because it had abandoned its sectarian origins. Yet, when
we recall the history of the institutional church in Charlestown, it is
the continuity in seventeenth and eighteenth-century forms of religious
exercise which is most impressive.
Devout men and women will always find ways of nurturing religious
commitment both inside and outside of an ecclesiastical establishment.
This was certainly the case in Charlestown. Endowed with a lively
68Were we able to observe neighborhood devotional meetings (or even
secular men's groups such as voluntary fire companies) where these men
gathered together later in life, perhaps we would see further evidence
of continuity in these relationships.
69Charles Morton began the practice in 1687; see, "Record Book of the
First Church," NEHGR 29 (1875), 70-72.
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tradition of voluntary exercise, the colonists retained a certain
independence in their religious life, even when the instiutional church
involved was the work of their own hands. Determined as much by choice
and circumstance as by ecclesiology, the responsibilities in religious
life assigned to the official church changed over the years in
Charlestown.
In the first years of settlement, Charlestown developed from rather
peculiar beginnings into a "pilgrim church" which eagerly welcomed
fellow immigrants and helped to initiate them into a new land. By the
late 1630's, however, the institution had become an instrument of social
and spiritual exclusivity, a powerful means of differentiating and
confirming those select few whose piety and prospects awarded them a
permanent place within the local community. In the next two decades,
the church was no less representative of Charlestown society as a whole
than it had been in the late 1630's. But its own energies were spent on
preservation, not prosletyzing, and its impact as an agency of religious
instruction or revival was blunted by a triumphalism in church rituals.
Yet, by the 1660's, a devotional renaissance was underway at
Charlestown First which the synodical recommendations of 1662 only
served to reinforce. In the last quarter of the seventeenth century,
the church witnessed a widespread renewal of institutional attachments
centering upon the Abrahamic covenant and its promises. Loyalty to the
institutional church was by 1677 affirmed in a considerable majority of
local households. Church rituals, especially the half-way covenant and
baptism together, provided formal confirmation of a shared religious
identity for a new generation.of church families. In these same years,
the boundaries of church fellowship and participation in public rituals
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broadened beyond Charlestown's customary "faithful." By 1700, the local
church communion, with its multiple rings of membership, embraced a
large and diverse community of professing Christians.
While not creators of their ultimate destiny, the men and women of
colonial Charlestown did contribute to the making of their religious
identities within their own community. Their formal religious behavior
itself provides continuous evidence of the impact of "private" religious
experience on public life throughout the seventeenth century.
Charlestownians reoriented church rituals by the creative and varied
ways in which they undertook church bonds; they made church relations
conform more closely to their day-to-day experiences as Christians
living within godly families and neighborhoods.
The family was the primary arena for the formation and expression
of religious identity. In Charlestown, it exerted a pervasive and
subtle influence on all forms of public religious life throughout the
period under studY. Among immigrants of the 1630's, for example, the
nuclear family or household took on (by European standards) an
exaggerated importance. Even after more individualistic and
spiritualistic criteria for church membership were introduced in the
mid-1630's, gender distinctions within the household continued to
determine the public religious behavior of married men and women. In
husband. His role as head of household, breadwinner, and family
the late 1630's in particular a family's status depended upon the
. . c~v~l society became intextricably bound with his
representat~ve ~n ~ ~ . ' 1 h rch A wife's church membership also
status within the inst~tut~ona cu,
, Her admission often followed her husband's--
had a familial dimens~on.
h
' precedence in public life--and since her
thuS she acknowledged ~s
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admission often anticipated a family baptism, her formal covenantal
identity within the church seemed inseparable from her maternal
responsibilities.
During the middle decades of the century, as immigration waned, old
churched families sustained Charlestown First. Later, second and third-
generation members of these families reinvigorated the institutional
church in successive covenant renewals of the 1660's, 1670's and 1680's.
But in the process, the meaning of church membership and church
communion was transformed.
Charlestown was like other New England communities in admitting a
preponderance of female communicants after 1650. To understand the
local significance and implications of this trend we must begin at an
earlier point in the community's history. In a surprising proportion of
households admitted in the late 1630's and 1640's only the wife secured
church membership. Impiety among males seems an inadequate explanation
for this trend, at least in certain years. Church affiliation in
Charlestown, we have seen, was highly sensitive to practical
considerations. If a family expected to settle elsewhere, as many
newcomers to the peninsula in these years must have done, the arrival of
a child may well have prompted a desire for church membership on the
part of one spouse but not on the part of the other. The wife was
expected to anticipate her child's need for baptism; the husband
anticipated inhabitancy, freemanship and office-holding in another
locality. Mobility continued to have a decisive impact on ~ patterns
of church affiliation in Charlestown and may have been more important
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than we realize in other seventeenth-century New England communities.70
Second-generation households, with all that the designation suggests
about sense of permanence and place within the church and community,
consistently supplied a higher proportion of the new male communicants
in Charlestown than did households new to the community.
This said, it is also true that Charlestown's old churched families
contributed to the feminization of church membership. In the middle
decades of the century, second-generation "daughters of the covenant"
lent a special legitimacy to the notion of female-led, single-
communicant households. "Family" relations had a great deal to do with
these developments. Most second-generation households which established
ties to Charlestown First in the middle decades of the century traced a
tradition of family church membership on the wife's side only. And
second-generation daughters within these households responded to this
legacy by themselves covenanting with the church, often either ahead of
or instead of their husbands. Thus, they demonstrated that a family's
covenantal identity was to be defined matrilineally. By 1660, the
traditional linkage between mother's and child's covenant had been
enlarged and extended. The godly wife seemed the natural bearer of a
family's covenantal legacy from one generation to another.71
70Charlestown figures make clear that the proportion of households
affiliated with the local church does not change drastically--expect for
the better--and that it is the absence of married men, not the abundance
of married women, in the ranks of new communicants which needs
explaining. This is one more example of how local studies seem to be
pushing historians in the direction of a regional focus which can take
into account such things as mobility in attempting to understand the
nature and function of local institutions of church and state.
71This transformation in public religious behavior in Charlestown may be
one more example of how patterns of church affiliation came to mirror
the social realities of private religious life. Women were perhaps
being accorded (belated) public recognition for the primary role they
played in the religious instruction and nurture of their children.
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Baptism became the focus of devotional life in the churches of the
late seventeenth-century. Admissions in full or lesser communion were
scheduled so that parental covenanting might be interpreted in the light
of the sacrament. But it was the continuity of covenantal promises
which Charlestownians were celebrating, not the sacrament itself as the
exclusive possession of the institutional church. Church rituals were
giving public confirmation to pre-existing relations. The essential
agency of transmission for the covenantal promises was not the church
but the family. The priority of the family-in-covenant was acknowledged
in myriad ways: explicit reference was made to the family legacy
through use of maiden and married names in admission; kin often
participated in church rituals together.
That families had a decisive influence on the very nature of the
church is especially clear in the history of the half-way covenant. The
first extensive use of this option in Charlestown resulted from a desire
to make institutional fellowship accessible to certain members of
already churched families. In time, ever-larger circles of covenanted
kin were welcomed in lesser communion; the official church body came to
approximate more closely the community of the reputed godly on the
peninsula. While pushing the church toward a more generous
interpretation of covenantal identity, Charlestown's godly families
clearly observed many subtle distinctions in social and spiritual
relations and saw to it that the church also acknowledged them by
maintaining various kinds of membership, some more covenantal and
family-oriented than others.
Charlestown families thus effected change within the institutional
church without sacrificing their own independent religious identity or
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habits of religious expression. The young men's society did much the
same. Charlestown First could never satisfy all the religious needs of
the individuals, families, and groups within the local community. The
laity in colonial Charlestown thus knew something of their English
forebears' experience as "a church within a church." We may count them
legitimate heirs to a tradition whose vitality had always depended upon
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